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The Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls (CSWG) serves as an 
advisory board to elected officials of the City of Tallahassee and Leon County. The CSWG collaborates 
with the community, raises awareness, and makes public policy recommendations regarding issues that 
impact women and girls in our local community. The driving force behind the CSWG's mission is to serve 
as the premier advocate for improving the lives of women and girls in the Tallahassee/Leon County 
community. 
 
In 2016-17, the 21 women who serve on the Commission collectively volunteered countless hours, 
including approximately 354 volunteer hours in Commission and sub-committee meetings alone. Their 
valuable service, including personal contributions of time, talent, and gifts of cash and goods, made the 
work of the CSWG possible. Major initiatives included hosting the Igniting the Power Within: Women 
and Girls Empowerment Summit 2017, 2016-17 #YearOfTheGirl initiative, and the completion of this 
report.   
 
This Status of Girls Report reflects state and community data pertaining to issues experienced by girls. 
To provide qualitative evidence of these issues, girls in the community and those who serve them were 
interviewed or asked to submit articles for inclusion in the Report. The views, thoughts, and opinions 
expressed by the speakers of quotes and authors of submitted articles from the public reflect their 
perspectives alone. 
 
Contributors  
Dr. Ada Puryear Burnette 
Sandie Chavez 
Casey (Student) 
Commissioner Paula DeBoles-Johnson, MPA, CCM 
Michelle Gomez 
Zemoria A. Johnson 
Seth Lyon 
Caroline Mooney 
Kelly Otte 
Charlotte (Student) and Anne Barrett 
 
Acknowledgements 

This report would not have been possible without the many contributions from experts in our 

community. Thank you all for sharing your expertise with us. Many thanks to:  

Administrators at Pineview Elementary School 
Courtney Atkins 
Meg Baldwin, J.D. 
Olivia Burton 
Sue Conger, M.S.W. 
Robin Hassler Thompson, J.D., M.A. 
Warren Jones 
Brandi Knight 
Special Agent Jason A. Knowles 
Dr. Jay Reeve 



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

3 
 

Dr. Bert Rothenbach  
Thomas C. Troelstrup, M.P.H. 
Kevin Winship, L.M.H.C. 
 
A special thank you to Jesse Klein, PhD., Managing Editor and Research Consultant; Haley Cutler-Seeber, 
M.S. and Nancy S. Fontaine, PhD. of The Oasis Center for Women & Girls for your support and assistance 
with this report. 
  



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

4 
 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  

1. Letter from the Chair(s)  

2. #YOTG Honorees 

3. Statement about Community Conversations  

4. Education  

5. The Importance of Prenatal and Prekindergarten Times of Life  

6. The Importance of Pushing Yourself: Earning an Advanced Degree and Having a Career in Science  

7. Creators Camp: Empowering Girls in STEAM  

8. Physical Health  

9. Jayda the Brave  

10. Finding Confidence through Sports  

11. Behavioral Health  

12. Igniting the Power Within: Women and Girls Empowerment Summit 2016-17 
13. Safety  

14. Social Media  

15. Sexual Violence in the Lives of Girls  

16. The PACE Center for Girls, Leon County: A Gender-Responsive Prevention and Early Intervention 
Program for Girls  

17. Essay on School Dress Codes 

18. Community Helping Girls and Girls Changing the World  

19. #YEAROFTHEGIRL Summit 2015-16  
20. Helping Girls Embrace Their Authentic Selves 

21. Real Strength  

22. Girls Launch a Living Classroom in Frenchtown  

23. Book Review Brave Girl: Clara and the Shirtwaist Makers’ Strike of 1909  

24. References  

  



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

5 
 

2016-17 COMMISSIONERS  
Paula DeBoles-Johnson, M.P.A., C.C.M. (Chair) 

Megan Doherty 
Gina Giacomo 

Dr. Saralyn Grass 
Cecka Rose Green, C.M.P. 

Ann Howard 
C. Sha'Ron James, J.D., M.P.A., A.P.M.C. 

Dr. Elizabeth Jakubowski 
Jane Johnson 
Andrea Jones 

Darby Kerrigan-Scott, J.D. 
Ericka McKibbin 

Patricia B. McCray 
Dr. Michelle Mitcham 

Dr. Jeanne O'Kon 
Sharon Ofuani 

Jacqueline Porter 
Kori Pruett 
Leslie Smith 

Erin VanSickle (Vice Chair) 
Marcia Warfel



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

6 
 

2015-16 COMMISSIONERS 
Dr. Ada Puryear Burnette 

Paula DeBoles-Johnson, M.P.A., C.C.M. 
Megan Doherty 

Ann Howard 
Dr. Roxanne Hughes 

Dr. Elizabeth Jakubowski 
C. Sha'Ron James, J.D., M.P.A., A.P.M.C. (Chair) 

Jane Johnson 
Andrea Jones 

Darby Kerrigan-Scott, J.D. 
Jessica Lowe-Minor 
Patricia B. McCray 

Ruth Nickens 
Sharon Ofuani 

Dr. Jeanne O'Kon (Vice Chair) 
Ky'Eisha Penn 

Kori Pruett 
Dr. Cheryl Rainey 

Sara Saxner 
Leslie Smith 

Jaye Ann Terry 
Erin VanSickle 
Marcia Warfel 

 

  



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

7 
 

LETTER FROM THE CHAIR(S)   

“We cannot all succeed when half of us are held back. We call upon our sisters around the world to be 

brave – to embrace the strength within themselves and realize their full potential.” – Malala Yousafzai 

Greetings: 

The primary purposes of the Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls 

are to promote awareness of issues pertaining to women and girls in Tallahassee and Leon County and 

to serve in an advisory role, providing input to the City and County Commissions as needed.  The 

enabling resolution by the City of Tallahassee and Leon County which formed the Commission 

acknowledges that progress has been made, but that “there is still work to be done before women and 

girls achieve economic, education and employment parity.” The resolution also acknowledges that, “we 

must understand the current challenges that face our female citizens in order to best equip girls with 

the knowledge, skills, and equal access to reach for the promise of tomorrow.” 

Like Nobel Prize Laureate Malala Yousafzai, we believe that equipping all girls with the knowledge, skills, 

and equal access to reach for the promise of tomorrow is essential to the success of our community.  

Many girls in our community face significant barriers to achieving whatever their dream for tomorrow 

may be, whether it is becoming a scientist or business owner; becoming a great parent; or simply being 

healthy, avoiding the criminal justice system, and graduating from high school.  Our goal was to expand 

the conversation regarding girls in our community by taking a comprehensive look at the barriers they 

face, developing solutions that will improve the lives of girls, and celebrating the milestones and 

contributions girls achieve in our community every day. We are pleased that we were able to accomplish 

just that through The Year of the Girl, but also recognizing that the challenges facing girls and the 

triumphs that we celebrate with them do not occur within a discrete time period, such as a year.  As a 

Commission and as a community we are deeply committed to impacting lives and unlocking 

opportunities for girls in the Tallahassee/Leon County area. 

We would like to thank the members of the CSWG for their hard work and dedication. Hundreds of 
volunteer hours from this body, community volunteers, and strong staff support from The Oasis Center 
for Women & Girls, as well as support from City and County staff, made our work possible and this 
report a reality. Thank you for the opportunity to serve this amazing community! 
 
In Solidarity,  
 
Paula DeBoles-Johnson, M.P.A., C.C.M. (2016-17 Chair)  
C. Sha`Ron James, J.D., M.P.A., A.P.M.C. (2015-16 Chair)  
Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls 
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#YOTG Honorees   
 

The “Year of the Girl” (YOTG) was established as an exciting project to highlight the accomplishments of 
13 amazing girls who are positively affecting their communities and, in some cases, the entire State of 
Florida. These girls represented various schools in Leon County and were nominated by their friends, 
families, teachers or other persons, who submitted applications online. The application simply asked, 
“Why should this girl be selected as a YOTG winner?”  
 
The nominations were plentiful and, frankly, all of the girls who were nominated could have been 
recognized for their accomplishments and impact on the larger community. However, the girls selected 
over the past year distinguished themselves as shining examples of what girls can accomplish when they 
are valued, supported, and encouraged to be the absolute best they can be for themselves, their 
families, their schools, and their communities. 
 
The YOTG recognition project, which began in April 2016, was an excellent opportunity for citizens to 
celebrate the girls who make our community so special. While both the City and County are strong 
supporters of the Commission’s work, they were especially supportive of this initiative. 
 
“The City of Tallahassee is thrilled to be a partner in the Year of the Girl initiative to highlight and honor 
outstanding young women in our community,” Tallahassee Mayor Andrew Gillum said about the project. 
“These girls are already a driving force behind the dynamic growth of our city, and I look forward to 
watching them take the reigns as leaders of tomorrow.” 
 
“There are so many girls in our County doing great things,” said Leon County Commissioner Bill Proctor. 
“Leon County is proud to support women and girls in our community.  This initiative will help tell the 
stories of young women who will be our future leaders.” 
 
Meet the 2016-17 Year of the Girl Honorees  
 
April 2016 – Khalia Denise Hinson, Raa Middle School  
May 2016 – Samantha Crawford, Lincoln High School 
June 2016 – Mia Owens, Gilchrist Elementary 
July 2016 – Katherine Sorrell, Rickards High School 
August 2016 – Haniah Edwards, Bond Elementary School 
September 2016 – Faith Thomas, Florida High School 
October 2016 – Fischer Sinclair, Fort Braden School 
November 2016 – Ana Marie Wallace, Chiles High School 
December 2017- Alexis Mercedes, Campbell Home School 
January 2017 – Paloma Rambana, Maclay School 
February 2017 – Imani Walker, Holy Comforter Episcopal School 
March 2017 – Wren Liliana Xue Ge Cavano, Swift Creek Middle School 
April 2017 – Samantha Diane Ellrich, Cobb Middle School  
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COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS   
 
In an effort to learn directly from girls in our community about their perspectives and experiences, 
Commissioners and local organizations hosted a series of Community Conversations throughout 2015-
16. The Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls engaged with 87 girls in 
elementary, middle school, and high school who ranged in age from 10-17. Conversations were held at 
13 sites including community organizations and schools. Community Conversations were facilitated as 
small-group discussions that covered various topics, including free time, struggles at home and school, 
role models, reaching goals, and relationships.  
 
Girls who participated in the Community Conversations were diverse in terms of race, socioeconomic 
status, and region of residence within the City of Tallahassee and Leon County. Through these 
discussions girls shared with Commissioners their stories of life’s joys and challenges. 
 
Quotes excerpted from Community Conversations held with girls in response to the questions below are 
integrated throughout this report and are designated by *********.  
 

1. If you had an hour or afternoon of free time, how would you spend it? What do you enjoy 
doing? 

2. What was the best part of 2015 for you?  If there was something you could do over again this 
past year, what would it be? Why? 

3. Are there any rules at school or in other parts of your life that are unfair to girls? If so, can you 
tell us a little bit about that and how that makes you feel? What would be a better rule [for that 
situation? 

4. What is one struggle that you've had in the last year? 
5. Who in your life will be able to help you accomplish your goals?  Who is helping you at this 

moment in time? When you need advice, who do you ask?  
6. If you had a magic stick, and could change something to make your life or other people’s lives 

better, what would you change? 
7. What is one thing the community could do to help you reach your goals? 
8. What are some things that cause you to feel stressed or pressured?  
9. What would be signs of an unhealthy relationship to you?  
10. What do you think is a big issue facing girls that grown-ups don’t know about or don’t talk 

about? 
11. What question didn't we ask that you think we should have or wish we had? 
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EDUCATION  
By Commissioner Jane Johnson  
 
In the 2015-16 school year, the Leon County school district received a “B” for the overall district grade—
a 7% point decrease from the district’s A grade in 2014-2015. Leon County girls’ enrollment in K-12 
public schools is mostly similar when compared to the statewide rate, with two exceptions: Leon County 
consistently enrolls higher rates of Black girls (2,656 versus 1,681 per 100,000 in the population) and far 
fewer rates of Hispanic girls (347 versus 2,360 per 100,000 in the population) than statewide.  
 
Leon County’s overall high school graduation rate (87%) surpassed the statewide rate (78%) in 2015-16. 
Girls in Leon County have experienced an 18% increase in graduation rates between 2011 and 2016 and 
are currently about 10% ahead of the statewide graduation rate for girls. There are, however, significant 
differences when girls’ graduation rates are nuanced by race. 
 

 
 
Black girls in Leon County continue to have the lowest graduation rates when compared to White and 
Hispanic girls. Graduation rates have steadily risen for all girls in Leon County, regardless of race. 
However, Hispanic girls have experienced significant jumps in graduation rates, especially in a single 
year, from 81.3% in 2013-14 to 97.9% in 2014-15. Of all races, Black girls have the highest growth during 
this time span, with 64.1% in 2011-12 and 88.9% in 2015-16—a 24.8% increase over five years.   
 
The graduation rates for female high school students statewide in 2015-16 were better than the rates 
for male students of the same races. Only among Asian students and students with one or more races, 
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did males have a higher graduation rate than females. Fewer high school girls opted to earn a General 
Education Diploma (GED) than did boys. 
 
Additionally, girls have a better disciplinary record than boys and comprise only 31.9% of all disciplinary 
actions taken in Leon County in 2013-14 (compared to 32.5% statewide). In the 2014-15 school year, 
female students in Leon County experienced 56 in-school suspensions compared with 179 male 
students, and 873 female students received out-of-school suspensions compared with 1,754 male 
students. Leon County schools, however, do discipline their female students at higher rates than the 
state in regard to out-of-school suspension (1.4% higher), placement in alternative educational settings 
(5.1% higher), and expulsion with services (6.9% higher).  
 
In addition to the generally positive performance of the school system, gender does not appear to be a 
limiting factor for female students in Leon County public schools. In fact, according to data collected by 
the Florida Department of Education, female students in Leon County outperform their male 
counterparts on nearly every standardized test measure. However, while the overall education data 
appear promising for girls, this reports only a part of the story. In fact, public education in Leon County is 
in some respects a “tale of two cities.” The overall district grade earned by the county’s public schools 
must be considered at more nuanced geographical and economic levels. Access to quality public 
education in Tallahassee significantly depends on where a student lives.  
 
Out of the 24 public elementary schools in Leon County, 12 received C, D, or F grades in 2015, 15 
received C, D, or F grades in 2016, and 13 received C, D, or F grades in 2017. All of these schools are Title 
I schools that have high numbers of children from low-income families, foster homes, who experience 
neglect or delinquency, from families receiving temporary assistance from state governments, and/or 
that are located in areas of the county with lower than average household incomes. By comparing U.S. 
Census Bureau poverty measures and Leon County’s elementary school grades, there are significantly 
more families and single mother households with children under 18 living below the poverty level in 
poorly graded school zones.   
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The Florida Department of Education released lists of Florida’s 300 Lowest Performing Elementary 
Schools for the 2015-16 and 2016-17 school years, which both included three Leon County public 
schools: Astoria Park, Pineview, and Bond Elementary Schools. In 2016, the list included Frank Hartsfield 
Elementary School and in 2017 was replaced by John G. Riley Elementary School. Scores on the Florida 
Standards Assessments (FSA) at these schools show that while girls scored lower than Leon County and 
Florida, they outperformed their male peers in all areas.  
 
Interestingly, in the 2014-15 school year girls at Pineview Elementary outperformed both Leon County 
and the State of Florida in science! We contacted administrators at Pineview to inquire about their high 
performing girls in science. Their dedicated team of science teachers, supported greatly by the 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers Program goes above and beyond the science curriculum to include 
weekly experiments and interactive science storytelling to get the younger students interested in 
science and technology. Some of their experiments include engineering challenges, building towers, 
constructing periodic tables of elements, and interacting with planetary lessons to explore our solar 
system. Girls represent the majority of the students in the gifted program at Pineview, where they are 
empowered and energized to learn about science. Since the Department of Education focuses its test 
preparation largely on mathematics and language arts, science programming at the school level requires 
significant creative freedom to build engaging and innovative strategies for delivering science 
curriculum. Administrators at Pineview attribute their girls’ high performance on the science FSA to a 
continued commitment by their faculty and the community to expose girls to the practice of scientific 
experimentation and the representation of women professionals in STEM fields. They also emphasized 
that district level grades do not accurately reflect how hard their girls work in every area and certainly 
do not convey the difficulties girls face in their homes and neighborhoods that motivate them to pursue 
academic success.   
 
The grades for Leon County’s eight public middle schools are more promising. In 2016, three received As 
(Swift Creek, Montford, Deerlake—they also received As in 2017), three received Bs (Cobb, Fairview, 
Raa), one received a C (Griffin), and one received a D (Nims—which improved to a C in 2017). The two 
lowest-performing middle schools are also Title I schools located in areas with a lower-than-average 
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annual household income; making the correlation between lower income neighborhoods and lower 
performing schools consistent for elementary and middle schools.  
 
Public school performance increases when we consider Leon County high schools. In 2016, one high 
school received an A (Chiles), two received Bs (Leon and Sail), two received Cs (Lincoln and Godby), and 
one received a D (Rickards). All Leon County public high schools improved or remained stable in the 
2016-17 school year, with three, Leon, Lincoln, and Rickards High Schools, improving a letter grade from 
last year. It should be noted, however that performance grades for high schools can be misleading and 
should not be directly compared to those of elementary and middle schools. At the high school level, 
Leon County offers several “alternative education options” for struggling or lower performing students. 
This can result in removing outlier scores from the overall public school grade calculations, thus 
increasing a high school’s total score.  
 
As this heat map demonstrates, there is a correlation between poverty and lower academic grades at 
the school level. Resources for public schools depend, in part, on local taxes. When schools are located 
in areas with higher property values, they have the ability to provide resources that affect the quality of 
facilities, teachers, and curriculum.    
 
  
Additionally, the number of students who are absent more than 21 days during the school year in low-
performing schools is more than double the rate for students in the higher-performing, non-Title I 
schools. The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention categorizes school connectedness 
and school success as protective factors for adolescent girls. They state that “School connectedness 
appears especially important to adolescents who experience adversity in their homes because school 
may be one of few contexts where such adolescents’ achievements are recognized and celebrated” 
(Hawkins, et al., 2009). Arrests for juvenile crime peak between 2:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m., making issues 
of absenteeism, truancy, and a lack of after school programming for girls particularly important for 
preventing juvenile delinquency.  
 
According to the Florida Department of Education’s Annual Measurable Objectives (2015-16), Leon 
County schools were graded at satisfactory or above in English Language Arts and Mathematics higher 
than schools statewide. This applies to students regardless of race, gender, their native language status, 
or disability—however, economically disadvantaged students at all grade levels in Leon County score 
lower than similar students statewide. 
 
Parents with income restraints are less likely to have the discretionary time and financial resources to 
provide their children with afterschool enrichment, tutoring, and opportunities for extracurricular 
activities. During the summer months, if those students are unable to participate in meaningful 
programs to help maintain the educational gains they have made during the school year, they risk 
starting the next school year behind their peers, or spending the first months of the year trying to catch 
up. These incremental setbacks accumulate over time, preventing many students from ever being fully 
on track with their grade level. 
 
The outlook for female students in the Leon County public school system is very promising overall. The 
data demonstrate that girls are able to outperform boys in nearly every subject area. However, the 
landscape for girls’ academic success is complicated by the intersection of race and class. The true 
barriers for girls in accessing a high quality public education in Tallahassee and Leon County are more 
directly associated with where they live and the schools to which they are zoned. The concentration of 
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lower performing schools in the areas of the community with lower household incomes makes for a 
complex social and educational challenge in our community. 
 
 “Yes, [I would change the] dress code. In high school, they are very strict with what we wear and it’s 
often unfair. I can wear something like shorts, but someone else will have shorter shorts and I get 
coded. They don’t catch her, they catch me. It makes me feel offended. I feel like they’re coming after 
me. I feel like it’s because of the color of my skin. They should be equal and look at everybody.”  
- High School Student from Dare to Dream Young Girls Network Summer Program 
 
“Grown-ups don’t talk about preparing for the world, like college and studying. What if I get a major and 
I don’t want to do that job anymore? Do I have to go back to college? Parents don’t ask [about] what is 
going on in life. [They] don’t ask how my day went.” 
- Girl in The Oasis Center for Women & Girls’ Girls Can Do Anything! Summer Camp 
 
“It really be the boys doing stuff but the girls get in trouble. I just feel like these teachers need to check 
their tones. It’s like what’s the point of yelling at us if you not gonna yell at the parents. Better rule: 
Teachers just check your attitude and then come back to class, or go outside whatever you got to do. 
We give respect to them and they don’t give us respect.” 
- Girl from Fairview Middle School, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
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 The Importance of Prenatal and Prekindergarten Times of Life 
 By Dr. Ada Puryear Burnette  
 

Data show that the pre-natal and early periods of a child’s life are, perhaps, the most critical.  
When does learning begin? Most people might say in pre-kindergarten or kindergarten.  
However, researchers have clearly indicated that significant learning begins much earlier, 
starting in utero.  Therefore, access to prenatal care and access to quality early childhood 
education are paramount for the wellbeing of women and girls. The brain begins its 
development during the prenatal period and, then, undergoes rapid and dynamic change 
through age five—producing more than a million neural connections each second.  Along with 
this rapid neuro-maturation, the brain is being impacted by many factors in the environment.  
Experiences within immediate families and the broader context of communities act as 
influential factors on brain development.  Relationships, opportunities, and risks can all have a 
lasting impact on identity and behavior.  For optimal development, the early environment must 
be accepting, encouraging, and offering a broad base of positive and growth-potential 
experiences.  It is during those first few years that the groundwork is laid for choices on who we 
are, what we can do, and who we can become.  
 
If the first few years are the most significant in the lives of children with regard to brain 
development and setting a foundation for self-concept and identity, then careful scrutiny and 
awareness of the environment should be prioritized.  The requirements and expectations 
placed on children and the words and behaviors they are surrounded with should be carefully 
examined.  It is important to free children from stereotypical or confining roles and activities, 
such as more traditional views on male or female appearance and behavior. It is essential that 
children are exposed to diverse and accepting opportunities and that they be encouraged to 
explore a wide range of activities.  Care must be given not to facilitate gender-limiting and 
creativity-discouraging early environments. Young female children are particularly at risk for 
receiving messages about what they should look like, what they should wear, what they should 
be good at, and the choices they should make.  The brain wiring is there to support a child’s 
greatest potential, but can also be hindered by negative, shaming, and de-motivational 
messages and experiences. We want children to be strong and self-confident enough to stand 
up and say, “This is who I am and who I want to be.  This is what I can do,” despite any 
challenges in their environment.  
 
Dr. Ada Puryear Burnette served as a Commissioner on the Tallahassee/Leon County 
Commission on the Status of Women and Girls from 2012-16 and has had an incredible career in 
educational leadership, mathematics, prenatal, and early childhood education in our 
community, throughout the country, and world.  
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The Importance of Pushing Yourself: Earning an Advanced Degree & Having a Career in Science  
By Zemoria A. Johnson, Pharm.D. Candidate 

  
When I was four years old, I told my mother that I wanted to be a missionary and a doctor. I did not 
realize how underrepresented young women were in the sciences until I started my tenth grade year in 
the International Baccalaureate program. Now at twenty-three, I am achieving the first part of my career 
vision—entering into my fifth year in Florida Agricultural & Mechanical University’s Pharmacy program. 
My parents instilled in my sister and me three important things: the importance of education, the 
importance of giving back to our community, and most of all, to never be afraid to accomplish our 
dreams—no matter how big or scary they may be.  
 
Achieving my dream of becoming a doctor has not been easy, but I know that once I graduate, it will pay 
off! It is my hope that I will be an example to other young ladies who also want to make a difference—
especially in the sciences. According to the National Science Foundation, “Women remain 
underrepresented in the science and engineering workforce, although to a lesser degree than in the 
past, with the greatest disparities occurring in engineering, computer science, and the physical sciences” 
(NSF, Science and Engineering Indicators, 2014). As a millennial, I believe that my generation can earn 
advanced degrees and close this achievement gap. To do this, young ladies must do two essential things: 
first, find their niche in the science fields and, two, earn advanced degrees. 
 
In my own words, a niche is something that makes an individual happy and excited to make a difference 
in and for others. A young girl’s niche could be doing research in Australia or China, finding a cure for 
cancer, or educating young ladies who also aspire to become scientists or physicians. The way I see it, 
girls can do anything that they put their minds to—no matter how strange or impossible another person 
may think that goal is! A girl must take the challenging courses and opt into the sciences. To have a 
career in the sciences, the most important step involves pushing oneself to earn an advanced degree.  
 
Although attending college can be intimidating—especially because of the high costs associated with 
secondary education—financial aid in many forms is available. If science is your passion do not let 
anything deter you from your goal. As long as girls are tenacious, willing to take a chance on themselves 
and have the desire to make the world a better place, then there is nothing that can stop them from 
earning an advanced degree in the sciences! 
 
Zemoria A. Johnson is a FAMU Honors Program Track III Scholar and the founder of Prestigious Young 
Thinkers (P.Y.T), a mentoring program created to empower elementary and middle school girls. 
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Creators Camp: Empowering Girls in STEAM   
By Sandie Chavez  

 
I believe it is extremely important to educate and prepare our future women leaders. Exposing our girls 
to science, technology, engineering, art and design, and math (STEAM) at a young age gives them 
opportunities to explore fields that have, in the past, been predominately pursued and dominated by 
males. If we are not encouraging our girls to showcase their skills, or we are stigmatizing them because 
they show interest in a "male" profession, it is unlikely that they will pursue their passion in those fields. 
It is our responsibility as parents and educators to assure these young girls that STEAM fields are open 
to all people, regardless of gender. 
 
In 2013, only 26% of positions in technology fields and professions were held by women, according to 
the National Center for Women and Information Technology. Today, technology is vital to our 
communication, and if we are not preparing our girls today to have a basic understanding of technology 
and coding, they will be unable to compete in a global economy. Through hands-on learning and being 
able to see female STEAM professionals, they see not only a role model, but a vision of themselves in 
the future. For a particular expedition, in collaboration with SciGirls Tallahassee, we focused on 
Raspberry Pi, the credit card sized single board computer that can be used in electronic projects. In a 
one-week immersive exercise, Campers built a computer using the Raspberry Pi to learn the foundation 
of the languages most widely used in computer programming. Girls proposed innovative projects for 
learning with their Raspberry Pi units, from home security systems to gaming machines.  
 
I believe that early exposure to the fields of STEAM and a strong creative core will help prepare girls for 
the future in a fun and safe environment where they can explore, create, and pursue ideas and STEAM 
professions without the fear of failure. I believe we have the ability to help change not only the view of 
STEAM fields by girls, but make the percentage of women in STEAM fields increase if we expose them to 
fun and interesting professions they would not likely hear about in formal school settings.  
 
Sandie Chavez is the President and Camp Chief at Creators Camp for creators and innovators, hands-on 
learning experiences within the STEAM paradigm, with a dual emphasis on building key interpersonal 
skills such as: critical thinking, creative thinking, collaboration, communication, and “buildership.“ 
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PHYSICAL HEALTH  
By Commissioner Dr. Roxanne Hughes 
 
Whole-body health and wellness have a significant impact on women’s and girls’ quality of life. There 
are a number of specific physical health issues of critical importance for girls in Leon County. Focusing 
on state and county data for girls, we found that weight, physical activity, pediatric care, and good 
nutrition are all considered essential components of a person’s overall health and well-being. 
 
Attitudes and Expectations about Body Weight  
 
Body Mass Index (BMI) is calculated from a person’s weight and height, and is used by medical 
professionals as a general health indicator weight. While BMI may be used to screen for weight 
categories that may lead to health problems, it is not a diagnostic indicator of the health of the 
individual. Both low and high BMI can indicate risk for health issues. Regardless of measured BMI, 
however, people’s attitudes about their weight are extremely important for whole-body wellness and 
can reveal a lot about the emotional impact of our society’s expectations.  
 
According to the 2014 Florida Youth Tobacco Survey’s (FYTS) BMI calculations, Leon County has fewer 
underweight (14.7%) and obese (5.5%) girls than is represented by statewide data. Leon County has a 
higher representation of girls in the BMI normal weight range (62%). The American Academy of 
Pediatrics recommends the use of BMI to screen for overweight and obesity in children and teenagers. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), there are health consequences for 
obesity during childhood, including juvenile diabetes and high blood pressure (Ogden, et al., 2015). 
Additionally, there are consequences associated with behavioral health, such as depression, issues in 
school, low self-esteem, and low self-reported quality of life. The most recent data for BMI show girls in 
Leon County fare better in three of the indicators associated with BMI than girls statewide. On the 
fourth indicator, overweight, a slightly higher percentage of girls are overweight as compared to the 
statewide data. 
 
Feeling satisfied and healthy about our weight regardless of BMI is a measure of self-esteem. While 
adolescent girls are more likely to perceive themselves as slightly to very overweight, girls in Leon 
County tend to have a more positive attitude about their weight compared to the state of Florida and 
this trend has remained fairly stable for the last five years.  
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Very
underweight

Slightly
underweight

About the
right weight

Slightly
overweight

Very
overweight

2012 Leon County 3.5% 11.4% 52.8% 26.6% 5.8%

2014 Leon County 2.2% 10.1% 57.4% 26.0% 4.3%

2016 Leon County 2.7% 9.7% 56.8% 24.6% 6.2%
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Lose weight Gain weight
Stay the same

weight

I am not trying
to do anything

about my weight

2012 Leon County 51.7% 7.9% 21.1% 19.3%

2014 Leon County 50.9% 6.7% 16.3% 26.1%

2016 Leon County 51.2% 8.4% 15.9% 24.5%
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Although a majority of girls describe themselves as being about the right weight, when asked about 
whether they are trying to do something about their weight, a similar majority stated that they are 
trying to lose weight.  

 
This reveals that middle and high school girls in Leon County feel the expectation to lose weight, even if 
they are comfortable with their weight. Girls are exposed to messages about their appearance early on 
in their lives and these follow them and expand as they enter middle and high school. Our community 
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can empower our girls to focus on their passions and strengths, offering them opportunities to believe in 
themselves and internalize messages of positivity to counteract the constant criticisms they face from 
the media and at their schools.  
 
Physical Activity  
 
Regular physical activity is important for good health and reduces risks for chronic diseases. Girls in Leon 
County have similar trends in terms of daily physical activity compared to girls in the state and close to 
60% of girls are active at least 2-3 days per week for at least 60 minutes each day, with 50% being active 
4-5 days a week. Girls and boys have similar levels of activity 4-6 days a week, with boys being more 
active 6-7 days of the week. The amount of physical activity needed by adults varies depending on their 
health needs; however, the CDC recommends children and adolescents should be active for 60 minutes 
or more each day. The CDC’s recommendation focuses on three types of physical activity: aerobic, 
muscle strengthening, and bone strengthening.  
 
In terms of positive health behaviors, 75% of girls in Leon County participate in school and organized 
out-of-school sports. This is 10% higher than girls statewide. Leon County girls also have a higher 
representation in school band, school clubs, and community clubs than girls statewide. Florida Statutes 
include grade level requirements for physical education during the school year. Elementary schools are 
required to provide 150 minutes of physical education each week and a minimum of 30 minutes must be 
consecutive on any one day. Middle school students are required to have one semester of physical 
education each year. High school students are required to have one credit of physical education with the 
integration of a health component at least once during their four years of high school.  
 
The difference between what is recommended by the CDC for daily activity and what is required in 
Florida schools would suggest that the opportunities for girls to engage in physical activity are limited in 
their daily life at school. Our community should find ways to encourage and empower girls to engage in 
these activities in out-of-school and community initiatives. 
 
Community Health Status Assessment  
 
One such initiative in Leon County, the Community Health Improvement Plan (CHIP), is a long-term 
strategic effort to identify community health needs and provide action plans for “health, governmental, 
educational, and social service agencies and organizations to implement policies and programs that 
address health.” Based on the data collected from 300 households throughout Leon County, the 2016 
Community Health Status Assessment used a health equity lens; focused on health factors for vulnerable 
populations; and included 94 questions about the environment, children's concerns, education, safety, 
personal health of adults, health behaviors, and access to care.  
 
Brandi Knight, the Community Health and Planning Manager for Leon County’s Department of Health, 
spoke to us about the assessment’s recruitment strategy. “We focused on the six most at-risk Census 
tracts based on their poverty status, median household income, educational attainment because when 
you break neighborhoods down to the tract or block level, there are disparities worth examining. We 
wanted to consider the impact of the environment and infrastructure on health in these at-risk 
neighborhoods. For example, what does not having sidewalks, bad lighting, presence of drug or gang 
activities, inadequate transportation, food insecurity, the stress of poverty have to do with health issues 
in Leon? We wanted to know if parents were scared to send their kids outside, resulting in little to no 
outside activity.”  
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The assessment focused on the following areas of Leon County: South City, Bond Community, Greater 
Frenchtown, Fairbanks Ferry, Macon Community, and Highway 20/Aenon Church Road. Of most parents 
in the survey, 73% had children in pre-K, 88%, in elementary school, 33% in middle school, and 32% in 
high school. Across the board, parents were most concerned with their children’s safety over and above 
the categories of child development, feeding children, health care, or dental care. Parents also 
identified, “making friends, concentrating in school, discipline or behavior issues, and bullying” as other 
concerns they have for their children. All involved neighborhoods requested more afterschool activities 
and programs, along with mentoring and tutoring programs, to help keep their children safe, healthy, 
and happy.  
 
The Health Department and steering committee for CHIP identified obesity and resulting chronic 
diseases as a health priority in Leon County and are working towards establishing a plan for monitoring 
BMI among first and third graders; for decreasing the percentages of first and third graders considered 
obese or overweight; and for increasing the number of schools compliant with the 150 minutes per 
week required by Florida Statutes. Increased attention to promoting healthy physical activity among 
youth, especially girls, is a community investment. The evidence highlights the link between healthy 
physical activity and decreased risks for obesity, chronic diseases, and low self-esteem. As health and 
prevention strategies are evaluated community-wide, we need to ensure that the data allow us to 
monitor the progress for girls on a range of indicators because such data are scarce. 
 
Pediatric Care  
 
A lack of pediatric care has been regularly identified by community members in Tallahassee. Many 
parents with young children drive to Gainesville’s UF Health Shands Children's Hospital or Jacksonville’s 
Wolfson Children’s Hospital (WCH) to receive pediatric care. In partnership with Tallahassee Memorial 
Hospital (TMH), WCH will be opening a new facility on the TMH campus in 2018 to bring more 
specialized care for the needs of children under the age of 17 to Tallahassee. Warren Jones, the Vice 
President/Chief Communications Officer at Tallahassee Memorial HealthCare, spoke to us about the 
plans, “They are bringing specialists to us that we would not normally have access to, and they are going 
to start looking at medical needs. So, we are going to be looking to bring in more pediatric cardiology, 
neurology, nephrology, and endocrinology physicians.” Diversity in pediatric care will also result in more 
physical and mental health services for our community’s girls.  
 
Currently, TMH has a Pediatric Intensive Care Unit (PICU) that serves infants to teenagers for a range of 
trauma and intensive care needs. We spoke with TMH’s Certified Child Life Specialist, Olivia Burton, who 
said in addition to the PICU, they have Kids Corner, an outpatient center that provides blood 
transfusions and laboratory testing. Part of her work is explaining medical procedures and diagnoses to 
children in “kid-friendly terms” and maintaining morale in the PICU for children staying for several 
weeks at a time. For children who qualify for homebound status, Burton says, “If they qualify for 
homebound, they don’t have to go to school, but their schoolwork can come to the hospital or is put on 
hold. If a child is critically ill and intubated and sedated and not aware we put them on homebound, 
then all of their schoolwork just gets put on halt because they physically and mentally cannot do the 
work.” During their homebound stays, Burton notes that girls rely most heavily on their phones and 
tablets to stay connected to their friends through social media, made easy by the hospital’s provision of 
free wireless Internet. She witnesses parents struggle with a number of responsibilities while their 
children are hospitalized, including having two or three jobs, other children, and transportation issues 
that prevent them from visiting the PICU sometimes for weeks at a time. From her observations, girls 
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are likely to stay hospitalized for longer periods of time in the PICU and are less likely to receive regular 
visits from their parents. She has also seen that a lack of insurance or ability to pay can keep parents 
from visiting the hospital as well, for fear of being detained on top of their other responsibilities. In 
these cases, Burton works with Whole Child Leon to provide information and resources to patients’ 
families who are struggling. Having more pediatric specialty care in Tallahassee will reduce the overall 
strain on the PICU and offer families more opportunities to participate in their child’s healthcare.  
 
Nutrition  
 
The final category of physical health is proper nutrition. According to the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS), poor nutrition leads to chronic diseases that are on the rise among American 
adults, such as cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and obesity. In 2016, the HHS released a new set 
of Dietary Guidelines which include eating nutrient rich foods, and lowering consumption of added 
sugars, saturated fats, and sodium. They define nutrient rich foods as whole fruits, leafy greens, and 
protein from a variety of sources. In addition, they recommend consuming less than 10% of calories per 
day from added sugars and saturated fats. 
 
Both federal and state level health agencies provide information on healthy nutrition and attitudes 
towards healthy habits. It is important that we work together to ensure that girls, families, caregivers, 
health providers, and schools are empowered to utilize these guidelines.  
 
The added pressures girls have in terms of body image can affect their nutrition decisions, especially 
with the constant messaging that they should be losing weight.  Additionally, the period during which 
girls are influenced by body image often coincides with general physical development.  Healthy food 
choices that support optimal physiological and psychological growth are important from an early age, 
but particularly for girls ages 10 to 19, even though food decisions are being made for them by parents 
and schools. The Florida Department of Health (DOH) has a Child Care Food Program (CCFP) that 
provides information to child care facilities on healthy nutrition. CCFP highlights that “well-nourished 
children are healthier, more attentive, and have better mental performance than those who are under-
nourished” (2015). The DOH also provides nutritional counseling for pregnant mothers and families 
through its Healthy Start Program.  
 
In this regard, CHIP also identified necessary improvements in the areas of nutrition as it relates to 
school activities, and are working to reduce the number of schools using unhealthy treats for campus 
fundraisers and to reduce the number of teachers using unhealthy treats for rewards or incentives to 
zero. However, despite the recognition that girls and boys face different challenges with healthy eating, 
there are currently no data to allow researchers to compare nutrition by sex and make more informed 
policy and program decisions. 
 
 
Girls were adamant that they wanted to participate and have their desire to participate in sports more 
respected by their schools and community:  
 
“Boys’ sports get more funding, more attention. Makes me feel annoyed. It feels like nobody cares as 
much for girls sports.” 
- Girl Scout Troop, Killearn  
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“Handing out basketball sign-up sheets to boys and not girls cause they think girls should be 
cheerleaders.”  
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“Boys say you should stay on the sidelines and cheer. Not play. Girls can play track, play basketball. I 
would stay a girl: pretty, happy....” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“[The best part of 2015 was] field day at Optimist Park, kickball game, it was fun. Being outside doing 
something was fun. There are too many electronic devices that keep kids from being physically active. 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon   
 
“[A struggle I had in the past year,] I would say was trying to get all my applications done for trying out 
on the sports teams and getting into all these things I didn’t know about and trying to still have fun and 
go outside.” 
- Girl from Palmer Munroe Teen Center  
 
Girls also struggled significantly with their physical health and that of their families, expressing great 
concern during our community conversations throughout the year. They mentioned struggling 
themselves with:  
“health issues mom had” 
“bronchitis and colds made it difficult” 
“injury was hard” 
“monthly cycles” 
“I had this disease called jaundice when I was a baby.” 
“When I used to have colds, because I had bronchitis sometimes and I couldn’t breathe.” 
 
Girls were very observant of their families’ illnesses, and in some cases took responsibility for them:  
 
“Family. My cousin went crazy after his dad died and blamed my Nana for everything. My auntie’s dad 
had tubes down his throat and then my uncle died.  How do two people die at the same time? My uncle 
was young! My sister had four kids. Her real husband died.”   
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
If I had a do-over, I would: 
“Prevent Nana from dying.” 
“Do better at school. My auntie’s taking medicine every day that makes her sick, and I want her to get 
better and stay around.” 
“Prevent uncle from dying, he died of pancreatic cancer.” 
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Jayda the Brave   
By Seth Lyon  

 
Failure. Every single one of us is terrified of failure in one way or another. For some of us, the fear of 
failure is so strong that it paralyzes us and keeps us from moving forward. 
 
For many of us, you can probably look back on your life and recall at least a handful of times where you 
regret being too afraid to act-- too afraid to do that one thing that would have meant so much to you, or 
to speak your mind. We are so often told that our character is defined by our choices, yet, when it 
comes to actually making those choices, we tend to pick the ones with the least resistance. Everyone has 
felt afraid. This is why it is so inspiring to see someone have the ability to look their fears in the face and 
accomplish their goals despite their fears. 
 
This is not a story about failure. It's a story about success. This is a story about a girl named Jayda, and 
how she took one of her fears and turned it into her strength. In the fall of last year, Jayda and her 
mother were attending a screening of the Empowerment Project Documentary. When we asked her a 
simple question, she had a wonderful response. “What would you do if you weren't afraid to fail?” Jayda 
scribbled down her answer, and, when she finally held up her paper, it read, "Run a 5K and be in Girls on 
the Run." 
 
Jayda joined our DeSoto Trail team in the spring and, like all of us, she discovered how challenging 
running can be on the body and mind. When commenting on the experience as a whole, her mother 
said that Jayda, like all young runners her age, "tends to find excuses during her runs to slow down." 
 
Yet, she found ways to keep a positive attitude and keep moving forward. ”Look at those pretty 
flowers," and, "Can we see if [my friend] is home?" were some of her favorite go-to motivations. 
 
Jayda stuck with it-- a fact that her mother says she couldn't be more proud of. She commented on 
Facebook that her daughter Jayda was " going to DESTROY the goal she set [last fall]," and finally run her 
first 5K. 
 
And she was right. 
 
On May 14th, 2016, Jayda accomplished her goal of running a 5K in a big, bright tutu and a cheek-to-
cheek smile. Through training, positive thinking, and the power of determination, Jayda was able to do 
what few people are. She was able to look her fears in the face and accomplish her goals. 
 
Jayda is a very brave girl, and we are proud to say she's a Girl on the Run. 
 
Seth Lyon served as a Florida State University marketing intern with Girls on the Run of the Big Bend in 

2016. Girls on the Run of the Big Bend is a positive youth development program for third to eighth grade 

girls to build self-esteem and healthy lifestyles through a fun, experience-based curriculum that 

creatively integrates running. 
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Finding Confidence through Sports   
By Caroline Mooney 

  
As a coach at and former Division I athlete at Florida State University who began playing volleyball 
before my fifth birthday, my identity has always been tied to sports. Because I had never known 
anything different, I did not personally recognize how much my involvement had helped me grow as a 
person until I started to coach a team of middle school girls who were new to sports. Through this, I was 
able to observe first-hand what an incredibly positive effect this participation has on the self-worth and 
body image of young girls. In their lives outside of the gym, these girls are inundated with messages 
telling them how they ought to look or act in order to fit into society. During our first meeting, I saw the 
effect of these messages as they each sheepishly told me their uniform size, whispering in my ear so 
that no one else on the team would hear.  
 
We began training three times per week with one day of weightlifting with a certified strength coach. 
Near the beginning, players would be embarrassed by their sweat marks and get anxious whenever they 
made any errors. Over the course of the first few weeks, they seemingly forgot that the idea of girls 
sweating had ever been “gross” and began to encourage each other when they made mistakes. As their 
athletic ability improved, so did their confidence. They became comfortable pushing themselves to work 
harder and try new things without concern about anyone judging them if they messed up. I saw them no 
longer judging their bodies on how closely they resembled the images they were surrounded by, but 
instead on how well they could perform during practice. As one player put it, “I used to hate being so 
much taller than all of the boys in my grade, but now I play a sport where height is an advantage and it’s 
become my favorite thing about myself.”  
 
Her teammates expressed similar shifts in how they value themselves, ranging from the comment “I’ve 
never liked my legs before this,” after a personal best on the squat rack to another player deciding to 
run for her class council because, as she said, “Working with my teammates made me realize that I’m a 
really good leader.” Sports participation teaches girls that they are capable of so much more than their 
aesthetic value. Such participation ought to be recognized for its powerful influence on the formation of 
girls’ self-image. These shifts in mentality from being passive and wanting their bodies to be 
conventionally attractive to being proud of their physical abilities and recognizing their talents are a 
testament to the fact that participation in sports empowers girls and helps to create stronger women, 
both physically and mentally.  
 
Caroline Mooney is a Coach with Prostyle Volleyball Academy and a former Division I athlete with Florida 
State University’s Women's Volleyball Team.  
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BEHAVIORAL HEALTH   
By Commissioner Kori Pruett 
 
To better understand the lives of girls in Leon County, it is essential for us to consider their behavioral 
health. Defined by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, behavioral health is, 
“A state of mental/emotional being and/or choices and actions that affect wellness.” Behavioral health 
data help us to understand the unique issues girls face as well as the way the community contributes 
both negatively and positively to these outcomes.    
 
The Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls 2012 report contained data 
that demonstrated substance abuse and mental health services are significantly lacking in and around 
Leon County. This report concluded that mental health was a major issue impacting women and girls, 
but research efforts are limited by the lack of local data. Fortunately, the Florida Youth Tobacco Survey 
(FYTS) and the Florida Youth Substance Abuse Survey (FYSAS) have state and county level data that can 
be separated for girls ages 10-18.  
 
Substance Use 
 
Data show that girls in Leon County are below the state average in both lifetime use of alcohol or any 
illicit drugs (41.5% Leon County versus 50.1% statewide) and fewer girls report use in the past 30 days 
(23.4% Leon County versus 27.9% statewide). In regard to drugs, separating the types of substances and 
percentages of use provides a clearer picture into the behavior of girls in Leon County. Overall, rates of 
female girls’ drug use is lower than male drug use, with the exception of depressants and prescription 
pain relievers. Although the percentages are small, girls used both depressants (2%) and prescription 
pain relievers (2.7%) in the last 30 days at double the use for males in Leon County. These percentages 
are also higher than the state average for girls. Further exploration as to why females report higher use 
of depressants and prescription pain relievers might provide insight into the emotional state of and 
access to prescription drugs for girls in Leon County. The rate at which girls in Leon County consume 
alcohol is lower or equal to the state average. Girls also report drinking fewer drinks in one day or during 
a single sitting over their lifetime than boys in Leon County. The most alarming alcohol consumption, 
however, is that 15% of high school girls in Leon county said they have consumed 5 or more drinks in 
one day over the last 30 days. 
 
Overall, Leon County has shown a steady decrease in the rate of alcohol or any illicit drug use over the 
2004-14 time span. Further examination of changes in policy, enforcement, and prevention efforts 
during this time could provide guidance for sustainable efforts moving forward. 
 
In regard to location or access to alcohol, females in Leon County report their personal home or others’ 
homes as the most frequent locations. However, a notable data point is the high percentage of girls in 
Leon County that access alcohol at restaurants, bars, or clubs. In Leon County, 7.6% of girls report being 
able to access alcohol at these businesses, while boys in Leon County report 0%. The state average for 
females is only 3.4%—almost two times lower than Leon County! This data point indicates the need to 
better understand the rate at which girls in Leon County are accessing these establishments and the 
methods they are using to gain access to alcohol. Girls in Leon County also report a higher rate of 
gaining access to alcohol at other public places and public events than the state average. According to 
the 2014 FYSAS, females in Leon County reported a higher percentage than the state average for 
purchasing alcohol themselves at restaurants, bars, and clubs, as well as someone buying them alcohol. 
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We need to work together as a community to identify factors that make Leon County unique regarding 
these data to decrease the accessibility of alcohol at local establishments and disrupt girls’ ability to 
purchase alcohol in public venues. 
 
With respect to opportunities for education and prevention, there is some promising data that show the 
effectiveness of prevention awareness programs for reducing tobacco, alcohol, and drug use among 
local youth. Girls and boys in Leon County report rates similar those statewide for having personal 
disapproval, parental disapproval, and peer disapproval for substance use in the 2014 FYSAS. More 
information is needed to understand how education campaigns can be created through collaboration 
with community and other state partners to prevent substance abuse, particularly among girls.  
 
Delinquent Behaviors 
 
On average, girls in Leon County report engaging in delinquent behaviors in the past 12 months at 
similar rates as girls statewide. The 2014 FYSAS considers delinquent behavior to be carrying a handgun, 
selling drugs, attempting to steal a vehicle, being arrested, taking a handgun to school, getting 
suspended, and attacking someone with intent to harm. There are two reported behaviors that are 
notably higher than the statewide average for girls, though, which are getting suspended (9.2%) and 
attacking someone with the intent to harm (8.2%). Since boys in Leon County report lower percentages 
than the statewide average on these two indicators, these appear to be unique to girls. While these 
trends are alarming, it is important to note that self-reported data reflects perceptions of self rather 
than specific incident reporting. Further investigation is necessary to further examine the dynamics 
revealed in this survey. These numbers can help inform education and response to girls and aggressive 
behaviors. If we are able to understand the root of these behaviors, schools, families, and the 
community will be better able to mitigate these factors and create a healthier and safer environment for 
girls in Leon County. 
 
The Florida Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) reports that the state experienced a 37% decrease in 
female juvenile arrests between 2011 and 2016, compared to only a 24% decrease in Leon County. In 
2015-16, 25% of all Leon County juvenile arrests were female. Of those, a majority, or 54.1%, of those 
arrests were for misdemeanor offenses, 28.8% were for felony arrests, and 17.2% were for other 
offenses. In recent years, DJJ has prioritized juvenile delinquency prevention and diversion programs, 
which has likely played a role in the decrease of statewide juvenile arrest rates.  
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Between 2012 and 2016, the FYSAS asked girls about their bullying of others in the previous 30 days, 
including physical, verbal, and cyberbullying. Among the options of “not at all,” “somewhat,” and “a 
whole lot,” both the state and Leon County experienced marginal decreases in girls reporting bullying “a 
whole lot.” In 2016, Leon County girls reported an increase in having physically and verbally bullied 
others “a whole lot” in the previous 30 days and at a higher rate than the state average on those two 
measures. During that same period, boys reported a decrease in having physically and verbally bullied 
others “a whole lot” in the previous 30 day. The fact that girls are reporting an increase in physical and 
verbal bullying while boys report decreases in these same behaviors is a very alarming, gender-specific 
trend to which our parents, schools, and community should be paying attention.  
 
Emotional Health  
 
 Adolescent girls face cumulative stressors at home and school that contribute to diminished feelings of 
self-worth. The FYSAS asked girls to respond “yes” or “no” to the following statements: Life is not worth 
it, I am no good, I am a failure, and I am depressed most days. While girls statewide remained fairly 
stable between 2012 and 2016 with little increase in responding “yes” to these statements, Leon County 
is a different story.   
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In comparison to 2012, in 2016 13% more girls reported life is not worth it, 11% more girls reported they 
are no good, 15% more girls reported they are failures, and 15% more girls reported being depressed 
most days.  
 
According to the 2012, 2014, and 2016 FYTS survey, girls in Leon County and statewide self-report a 
higher percentage of self-harm than boys. The survey asked respondents “During the past 12 months, 
did you do something to purposely hurt yourself without wanting to die, such as cutting or burning 
yourself on purpose?” While for all three years Leon County girls reported doing self-harm about 6% less 
than girls statewide, any type of self-harm often represents a physical manifestation of mental and 
emotional distress. This is an alarming trend, and needs to be researched further in order to better 
understand the type of harm girls are inflicting on themselves and the reasons that lead them to do so. 
Girls in Leon County also indicate feeling so sad they stopped usual activities in the past 12 months at 
about 10-15% higher than boys from 2012-16. Emotional stress can lead to academic decline, self-harm, 
and decrease in social efficacy, all of which hinder healthy child development. Due to the drastic 
difference in the self-report numbers between girls and boys, it is important to identify the unique 
experiences girls in Leon County are having with regard to emotional and mental health.   
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Leadership at the Apalachee Center in Tallahassee spoke to us about the distinctive mental health 
challenges facing our community. Dr. Jay Reeve, the President and Chief Executive Officer, and Sue 
Conger, M.S.W., the Chief Operations Officer, said they serve around 600 clients under the age of 18 
each year and during the last fiscal year, 269 were girls. Although the average stay at their inpatient 
facility is three days, most girls (200 out of 269) were referred to their outpatient services through their 
schools. Dr. Reeve emphasized the lack of school and child psychologists in our area, “Our presence in 
schools started because the schools gave us a call and said, ‘We need some behavioral health services.’ 
And that’s been true in all of the counties that we serve at one point or another. Usually it’s within the 
Exceptional Student Education (ESE) programs where they’re looking for more support than they were 
able to get from their ESE budgets.” Clinical staff at the center know that psychiatric illnesses for kids are 
much different than adults and begin to manifest at different ages depending on the illness. They also 
noted that giving antidepressants and antipsychotic medicines to kids have historically been something 
approached with caution. In their experience, girls receiving care at Apalachee Center are there for 
depression, anxiety, and ADHD/ADD and are often referred to them from their schools or the 
Department of Children and Families. If the child is in foster care or has experienced physical and/or 
sexual abuse in her/his home, sometimes children will remain at the center until they are placed in 
another home. They find that girls struggle most with depression, resulting in school avoidance due to 
experiences with cyberbullying through social media. These avoidance behaviors can lead to girls acting 
out at home and in school—a common reason for their referral in the first place.  
 
Courtney Atkins, the Executive Director of Whole Child Leon, echoes these concerns, especially with 
regard to the impact of behavioral health issues on development. She said comprehensive screening 
initiatives like the Florida Diagnostic & Learning Resources System and services provided by the Early 
Learning Coalition of the Big Bend are crucial to “elevate the message to screen early and often.” Also, 
increasing the behavioral health services for children and their parents can strengthen familial 
relationships, and can create important connections between families and the community. Social 
support is the greatest protective factor for physical and mental health, something discussed regularly in 
our community conversations with girls.  
 
Insights from Girls on Expectations and Social Support  
 
“[There is an] unspoken rule that girls have to start wearing makeup at a certain age. There was a video 
of a girl who wore tons of makeup and then took it off to show people what she looked like without 
makeup. People called her names (like ugly) when it was off, but then call her fake for wearing makeup.”   
- Girl from the School of Arts and Sciences 
 
“I do believe in a dress code, but I don't like to just wear skirts, pants, and dresses. Students should be 
able to wear anything they want as long as it covers body parts. Let people be comfortable in their own 
way. In general, there are some things girls can't wear; you could be seen as ‘slutty.’ And the attitude 
toward females--they can't say and do certain things. Labels that are applied, like ‘PACE Girls’ may be 
seen negatively. Sometimes a label sticks with you your whole life.” 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon 
 
“I wanna be a boy because women are the weaker sex and I don’t like being that. Women are most 
likely to get taken advantage of.”  
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary Student, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
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“In theater, tech boys don’t think I can lift or move things. They push me aside and don’t believe girls 
can handle power tools. We’re looked at as useless.”   
- Girl Scout Troop, Killearn  
 
Unhealthy relationships have “a lot of arguing; being controlling. My boyfriend didn’t want me to be 
with my best friend and other girlfriends.” 
- Girl from Palmer-Munroe Teen Center 
 
“Boys say you ‘girls’ should be housewives. Why do men always say we will be housewives? We’re not 
born to be that.”  
- Girl from Palmer-Munroe Teen Center 
 
“My cousin who is 15 or 16 and pregnant. Being a teenage mom is an unhealthy relationship.” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“Grandma teaches me, Dad encourages me and Mom understands me.”  
- Oasis Girls Circle Group Participant 
 
“My dad, I really love my dad. And when I show him my grades and they be C’s he really encourages me 
to get them up and I can talk to him. Also my best friend, we have a lot of stuff in common. I really hate 
when she don’t come to school because then my day would be bad.” 
- Girl from Fairview Middle School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“My grandma and my momma. Everything is special about them. They help me with school work and 
life. Also my fifth period teacher.” 
- Girl from Fairview Middle School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“My dad’s good at math, but I’m never around my dad. My Nana died on my birthday and somebody 
died the next day. It was very tragic. A week after that I moved and then I fell off a motorcycle and had 
to go to the hospital.”  
-Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“I do badly on written tests. Made a 30 on my test. My mama said I have ADHD. Other people are 
smarter than me, so I have to catch up. My grandma was in the hospital and I was afraid to go see her in 
the hospital. She keeps on going over and over again. My cousin is on the breathing machine, and they 
wanna get her off the breathing machine. Grandma was cut [had surgery] two or three times because 
she had fluid in her heart.” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“My mom and dad. But I don’t live with my dad because he went away when I was born. I just see him in 
my mind.” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“Every time I get up out of bed, I’m thinking about my real daddy. He went to jail more than one time 
and he’s been there about a year. If he came to pick me up, I’d jump on him and yell so loud the whole 
cafeteria would hear me.” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

32 
 

“I don’t have a strong relationship with my dad. I haven’t talked to him in 2 years. He doesn’t text me. If 
I text him, he doesn’t text me back.” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
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IGNITING THE POWER WITHIN: WOMEN AND GIRLS EMPOWERMENT SUMMIT 2016-17  
  
After a successful #YEAROFTHEGIRL Summit in September, 2016, the Tallahassee/Leon County 
Commission on the Status of Women and Girls committed to hosting a Summit that would focus on 
bringing together both women and girls from the community. On April 14, 2017, over 260 women and 
girls, vendors, Commissioners, and panelists came together to empower, inspire, and share vital 
information on numerous topics important to women and girls. The program offered separate tracks for 
women and girls, with combined opening and closing sessions. Students from 23 public, private and 
charter schools throughout Leon County, three local colleges and universities, along with students from 
as far as Jacksonville and Thomasville, GA benefitted from the wisdom shared in the 13 sessions held 
throughout the day. The panelists and speakers included university professors, doctors, attorneys, 
public relations professionals, law enforcement professionals, business owners, and news anchors. 
Judge Nina Ashenafi-Richardson, the keynote speaker, provided a challenge to all women and girls in the 
audience to “recognize and use their own gifts and power to fulfil their dreams.” Audience members 
also received a special greeting from Kristen Ledlow, a hometown favorite, who now works for NBA TV. 
 
Empowerment programming for women included discussions with successful and civic-minded female 
leaders, mapping success, connecting passion, leadership, and action. Some participants shared their 
thoughts on the Summit with participants:  
 

“The Summit is a first-rate venue for girls to learn about their value and strengths and for women to 
share their own experiences with and learn from each other.  The panelists are knowledgeable 
community leaders from whom we can all benefit.” - Elizabeth Ricci, Esq. 

 
“I thoroughly enjoyed participating in the Summit and meeting so many exciting women and girls.  I was 
enriched by hearing their unique stories and I’m thankful they were so willing to share their experiences 
with us.  But mainly, it was the ENTHUSIASM and the POSITIVITY and the feeling of SISTERHOOD that 
had me leaving there walking on air with a huge smile on my face. Days like that make me feel like we’ve 
finally turned the corner in figuring out that we’re stronger together!” - Dana Brooks Cooper, Esq. 

 
Girls’ programming was split into three grade levels (grades 7-8, 9-10, and 11-12) to discuss financial 
empowerment, envisioning the future, and achievement through assertiveness. All girls came together 
for an afternoon session titled “I AM Worth it/I AM Beautiful” that focused on self-worth and 
interpersonal relationships. The facilitators began by asking girls what beauty meant to them. Their 
responses included: 
 

“Beauty is how you treat others and yourself.” 
 

“You decide what beauty is to you and how you’re beautiful. Beautiful is showing your true self, 
not how others want to perceive you and want to push on you but just showing how you view 
yourself as you. Just you, you’re beautiful.” 

 

“Even though I have flaws, they are what makes me beautiful.” 
 

“At the end of the day it’s up to us to decide how we’re going to react and how much power we 
are going to give to other people. Keep believing in yourself.” 
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An activity with a powerful message involved each girl imagining two $100 bills, then they were asked to 
think about crumpling up one but not the other. Then they were asked if their worth changed at all. The 
girls took time to write down what hurts their self-worth, things that they may not be comfortable 
sharing with anyone else, and things that they are proud of about themselves. Then, the girls crumpled 
up their two papers and threw the paper including the things that hurt them into their feelings box and 
then the things they were proud of into their self-worth box—highlighting that those two things should 
be kept separate. Their insights included: 

 
“It is important to keep your feelings and your self-worth in different places because your 
feelings are going to get hurt, but it is important that that doesn’t change your view of yourself.” 

 
“You are this $100 bill. It doesn’t matter if one day you feel wrinkled, and another you feel 
perfect and pristine. Your worth does not change.” 
 
“If you think you are worthless, you will trade yourself for lesser things.” 
 
“Don’t ignore those people in your life who see your worth and who say ‘You know what? 
You’re shortchanging yourself.’ “ 
 

After the exercise, girls talked with each other at their tables and shared their reactions to the activity:  
 

“Loving myself is something I need to put work into. The activity with the money made a good 
point. That was actually super impactful that your self-worth is already determined and what 
people think or you think actually doesn’t matter.” 
 
“Without this, I am really alone. At school I am really alone and my ‘friends’ treat me as less-
than. But here (points to girls at table), I have good friends who lift me up and I can do the same 
for them because we are all awesome.”  
 
“I love getting to see my friends and love them and love me. Girl power is real.”  
 
“I’m here with AKA and it’s always fun to spend time with my sisters loving each other. It can be 
hard being a black girl, but there is strength in numbers.”  
 
“I’m usually pretty shy so I thought this would be rough for me, but the girls at my table were so 
nice and I actually saw some friends I hadn’t talked to in years. I struggle with wanting to be 
prettier, skinnier, cool, I don’t know all of the things I feel like I’m supposed to be but it’s nice to 
see that everyone around me feels the same and we are all holding ourselves to an impossible 
standard.”  
 
“I have this friend and she doesn’t think she’s worth much so I was just going to take everything 

I learned here and bring it to her so she will know how she’s not alone.”  

Quotes provided by students from Lincoln High School, Florida High School, Montford Middle School, 

Maclay School, and Highlands Middle School in Jacksonville, FL.   
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SAFETY   
By Commissioner Andrea Jones  
 
Girls tend to exhibit fewer risky behaviors than boys; however, they are more often the victims of 
others’ unsafe acts of negligence and violence. The result of risky behavior can have a significant impact 
on the lives of girls. The Florida Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) considers risk behaviors 
those that contribute to unintentional injuries and violence, sexual behaviors that contribute to 
unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases including HIV infection, alcohol and other drug 
use, tobacco use, unhealthy dietary behaviors, and inadequate physical activity. Leon County girls face 
bullying, physical fighting, gang violence, homicide, homelessness, human trafficking, and sexual 
violence. A community-wide focus on girls’ safety can reduce injury, death, and increase their chances 
for a balanced, successful life. Girls face a battlefield wherever they go, making their safety and ability to 
thrive a necessary priority for our community.  
 
Girls in Leon County feel safer in their neighborhoods than on the way to or at school. Statewide, little 
variation was shown among girls feeling unsafe at school between 2012 and 2016, but the Florida Youth 
Tobacco Survey (FYTS) reveals over a 10% increase in Leon County girls not going to school because of 
safety concerns.   
 

 
 
Being forced to choose between receiving an education or feeling safe is not something girls should 
have to do in their daily lives.  
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Gang Activity  
 
The Florida Office of the Attorney General published a gang reduction report in 2013, which reported an 
overall 27% decrease in gangs throughout Florida since 2010. They also reported that Leon County had a 
lower than state average representation of gangs and gang members, with 11 of the state’s total 1,223 
documented gangs and 229 of the state’s total 46,635 gang members located in Leon County. However, 
the Florida Youth Substance Abuse Survey (FYSAS) finds that Leon County exceeds the statewide 
average of girls who have ever belonged to a gang by 1-3% between 2012 and 2016. Girls participate in 
youth gangs far less than boys, but are often caught up in gang activities in their neighborhoods and 
homes if gang activity occurs. Several factors contribute to gang involvement, including a lack of jobs for 
youth, social isolation exacerbated by poverty, domestic violence, negative peer associations, lack of 
parental supervision, and early academic failure or lack of attachment to school.  
 
Gangs are involved in vandalism, assault, human and drug trafficking, drug sales, and rape. Gang 
members can be as young as eight years of age and initiations into gangs begin in middle school. 
According to the Florida Office of the Attorney General, of the various reasons youth join gangs—fun 
and excitement, friends or relatives in gangs, forced to join, respect, money, to fit in—girls cite receiving 
protection as the most prevalent reason.  
 
The FYSAS shows a statewide increase in middle and high school youth who report that they carry a gun 
statewide. Girls’ responses to related survey questions about taking handguns to school and attacking 
others with intent to harm have increased over the last several years.   Leon County girls report carrying 
a handgun and getting suspended at higher rates than girls statewide.  
  
Bullying  
 
Bullying is an aggressive act that reoccurs and demonstrates an imbalance of power favoring the 
perpetrator. This aggression can be presented in person through physical or verbal attacks, or through 
technology like social media, email, chat rooms, or text messaging. Though the likelihood of suicide 
caused by bullying alone is low, bullying can contribute to and exacerbate existing depression, anxiety, 
and loneliness. Therefore, bullying is associated with some suicide attempts.   
 
The 2014 FYSAS shows that when compared to girls statewide, Leon County girls have a comparable but 
slightly higher percentage of physically bullying others in the past 30 days (5.9%) and verbally bullying 
others in the past 30 days (13.4%). In Leon County, 6.5% of girls have skipped school because of bullying, 
which is lower than for girls at the state level. Nearly 1 in 3 girls in Leon County (31.3%) report that they 
were taunted or teased in the past 30 days. Students that frequently bully are more likely to be involved 
in anti-social and risky behavior including fights, vandalism, and substance abuse.  
 
Overall, Florida middle school students report a higher percentage of involvement in bullying behavior 
than high school students. Among middle and high school girls in Leon County combined, 39.6% report 
that bullying caused them to worry, compared to only 22% for boys. Generally, bullying rates 
demonstrate the need to do more research and create space for open dialogue with girls about bullying 
to better understand the impact on their lives. Bullying affects academic outcomes and self-esteem; 
therefore, it is crucial to identify protective and prevention strategies.  
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Human Trafficking  
 
When students are away from the structure and supervision that schools provide, risky behavior, 
exposure to unsafe acts, and juvenile delinquency increase. These behaviors range from experimenting 
with sex and drugs to running away and falling prey to human trafficking. The Florida Department of 
Education lists absenteeism as an indicator of a child being involved in human trafficking. 
 
Federal law defines the trafficking of persons as “sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced 
by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 
years of age” or “the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for 
labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to 
involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery." Cases involving trafficking of children can 
include: commercial sex, stripping, pornography, forced begging, magazine crews, au pairs or nannies, 
restaurant work, hair and nail salon work, and agricultural work. The sexual exploitation of children 
occurs with both males and females; however, females are the victims of sex trafficking at significantly 
higher rates than males.  
 
The Florida Department of Children and Families’ Office of Child Welfare tracks human trafficking in 
three areas of maltreatment: Human trafficking- General (16.8% of all cases), Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation of Children (CSEC) (73.6% of all cases), and Labor (9.6% of all cases).  
 

 
 
Between 2013 and 2015 there were 4,548 reported cases of human trafficking in the State of Florida. Of 
those, 3,072 intakes were children. Commissioner Jane Johnson provided data and insight from the 
Florida Department of Children and Families on child trafficking in Florida, noting that “on any given day 
there are around 250 children in foster care that have a verified case of being involved in human 
trafficking. Out of these cases, only seven will be male.” She says that “most identified victims will be 

16.80%

73.60%

9.60%

DCF Human Trafficking Cases

Human trafficking -
General

Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children

Labor

Source: Florida Department of Children and Families (DCF), Human Trafficking Data, Report Run 2015



Status of Girls Report (Addendum) Content Approved 
  October 5, 2017 

38 
 

located in urban areas south of Interstate-4” with “66.5% of the state’s current trafficking population 
within foster care coming from a few counties: Miami-Dade (22%), Broward (13%), Hillsborough (11%), 
Pasco and Pinellas (10.5%), Orange and Osceola (5%), and Seminole and Brevard (5%).” Between 2013 
and 2016, DCF completed human trafficking intakes for 56 children within Leon County—all of whom 
were girls.  
 
Leon County has 2.5 human trafficking cases per 100,000 in the population compared to 1.7 per 100,000 
in the population statewide. All forms of human trafficking that are higher in the regions south of I-4 
have more experience in reporting and combating human trafficking. Leon County’s proximity to I-10, 
which connects all the lower states from California to Florida, may be a contributing factor to the 
amount of human trafficking. 
 
The Survive and Thrive Advocacy Center (STAC) in Tallahassee is a local initiative that offers a 
comprehensive hub of resources to victims of human trafficking and their families. Robin Hassler 
Thompson, J.D., M.A., the Executive Director, points out the importance of integrated services for both 
sex trafficking and labor trafficking victims. Often, women who are victims of labor trafficking are also 
raped or sexually assaulted when not performing physical labor. “For STAC, it’s both crisis response and 
long term response,” said Hassler Thompson. “From a service provision perspective, it’s imperative that 
everybody connect and work together because these survivors have a vast array of needs: legal services; 
dental; mental health; job training; long-term and short-term trauma-informed care; and family 
counseling—the list is long.”  
 
Until 2010, trafficking victims who received criminal records for crimes committed while they were 
trafficked had no legal recourse to appeal those charges. New York was the first state to pass a law 
allowing survivors of human trafficking to pursue court orders to vacate or expunge their criminal 
records. Florida followed, with the added provision for automatically expunging records for any offense 
committed while a victim of human trafficking.  
 
Girls who are trafficked are forced to engage in behaviors that are criminalized such as prostitution and 
drug-related offenses. If a victim of human trafficking is charged for these crimes, that criminal record 
will have tremendous negative consequence over their lifetime, and is a significant miscarriage of 
justice. Not only does this result in another form of victimization that will further limit their chances at a 
happy and secure life, it results in additional psychological distress where they are made to feel 
responsible for what has happened to them.  
 
Insights from Girls  
 
Girls shared their thoughts about big issues facing girls that grown-ups don’t know about or talk about, 
and many of them involved issues of safety: 
 
“Boys are touching girls where they shouldn’t and girls don’t want to tell their moms ‘cause they’re 
scared to.”  
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary School, Oasis Girls Circle Group   
 
“We need to have a gun drive, and we need to have a meeting with all of these gangs to get rid of 
them.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
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“These little girls be 12 and having sex, like where are your parents?” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“We need a resource of who you can go to, to talk about things. Also, what age do you think females 
should be allowed to have sexual intercourse. Because there are some girls who are young out here 
doing stuff. And they should use protection, whenever.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“Now I'm trying to show people how I feel about different races. RACISM is a problem in our community. 
I watched slavery movies and I get mad at what they did to people. When we go to the Veteran’s Day 
parade, and the rebel flag was being handed out to observers but they were skipping black people--this 
was hurtful to my African American friends. It made me feel inhuman when they were skipping blacks 
giving out the rebel flags. White police have to do their job, but people often think it is prejudice. Some 
people just think the white police want to kill all the black people.” 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon 
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SOCIAL MEDIA (WORD COUNT 2135)  
By Commissioner Dr. Elizabeth Jakubowski and Commissioner Jane Johnson  
 
In A Call to Action:  Improving the Status of Women and Girls in Tallahassee/Leon County, the 2013-14 
report from the Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls, the issues 
identified as the most pressing ones facing girls in our community had social media as a common thread. 
Social media are computer-mediated tools that allow people and organizations to create, to share, or to 
exchange information, pictures/videos, and ideas in virtual communities and networks. Such tools have 
introduced significant changes to the manner and speed with which people communicate around the 
world. 
 
Navigating a New Frontier 
 
In the emerging world of social media, no one can boast having decades of experience and wisdom. We 
cannot turn to a previous generation for guidance. In a sense, we are all students learning to use these 
new tools at the same time. Social media, as we know it today, is not even 10 years old and the 
applications being developed to support it are constantly evolving and changing. While there may be 
experts on the mechanics of certain social media applications, it simply has not been around long 
enough to allow for a thorough analysis of its impact on our personal development, our relationships, 
and our society in general. 
 
Of the research done by business, communications, and psychology professionals, the explosion of 
social media in our lives represents an unprecedented opportunity to draw adults and youth closer 
together—or keep them at a distance. The sharing of photos, videos, and ideas through a variety of 
platforms has enabled multiple generations to communicate and stay virtually connected, regardless of 
geography. That is probably one of the reasons social media has been so enthusiastically embraced 
across so many age cohorts. However, because we are all new to this territory, none of us can fully 
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understand where the landmines are yet. Adults and youth have entered into a new and still-developing 
social landscape together, with no rulebook to guide the way forward. Very little to no local data 
currently exist to help understand and construct a picture of social media’s impact on girls in our area.   
 
At the national level, data show that access to social media is impacted by increased access to mobile 
devices, including laptops, smartphones, and tablets. Many of the widely used applications in social 
media are available on these mobile devices. To help contextualize the influence of social media on 
today’s youth, the Pew Research Center gathered data on issues related to teen relationships and 
technology, including social media. Their 2015 reports surveyed 1,060 teens ages 13-17 and provided 
the following statistics that describe this generation’s use of social media: 

 
 92% of teens reported going online daily 
 56% of teens ages 13 to 17 went online several times a day; 24% said they would go online 

“almost constantly” 
 88% of teens had or had access to cell phones or smartphones and 90% of those teens with 

phones exchanged texts 
 A typical teen sent and received 30 texts per day 
 Facebook was the most used social media site among American teens ages 13 to 17; with 71% 

using the site 
 52% of the teens surveyed used Instagram and 41% used Snapchat 
 Boys were more likely than girls to report that they visited Facebook most often (45% of boys 

versus 36% of girls)  
 Girls were more likely than boys to say they used Instagram (23% of girls versus 17% of boys) and 

Tumblr (6% of girls compared with less than 1% of boys) 
 Older teens ages 15 to 17 were more likely to cite Facebook (44% versus 35% of younger teens), 

Snapchat (13% versus 8%) and Twitter (8% versus 3%) as the most often used platform, while 
younger teens ages 13 to 14 were more likely to list Instagram (25% versus 17% of older teens) as 
a platform they visited most often 

 
There is no disputing the fact that social media has assumed a dominant role in the lives of American 
teens and is becoming their primary method of communicating with others.  The Pew Research Center 
report (2015) also found that for today’s teens, 57% had met a new friend online. Social media, along 
with online gaming, were the two common digital venues for meeting friends. Girls are more likely to 
make new friends online through social media (78% vs. 52% of boys). In addition to building new 
friendships, teens have indicated that social media helps them feel more connected to their friends’ 
feelings and daily lives while being a place to receive support from others during difficult times. 
 
How Do Girls Use Social Media? 
 
As part of the research for her 2016 book, American Girls: Social Media and the Secret Life of Teenagers, 
Nancy Jo Sales interviewed more than 200 girls in 10 states over a 10-month period, most of whom were 
under 16 years old. The teen girls she spoke with talked about the stress they experienced from social 
media, but also said they could not stop using it. Sales noted that social media is such a part of teenage 
life, one almost has to ask a girl about social media to find out who she is and what is going on in her 
life.  
 
A disturbing finding of Sales’ research was the extent to which social media has hyper-sexualized online 
text interactions among teens resulting in expectations for girls to portray a certain physical ideal. The 
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teens she interviewed said they felt compelled to go to great lengths to modify their looks so they could 
take the perfect selfie to share on Facebook, Instagram, SnapChat, or a variety of other social media 
applications. Some girls reported spending hours each week taking and editing selfies to post on social 
media. Sales also found that it was considered acceptable for both boys and girls to make sexualized 
comments about one another’s selfies. She suggests that the ready availability of online pornography 
has influenced the way teens view themselves and has encouraged girls in particular to dress and pose 
themselves in ways that mimic porn models, including having a hand on one hip or puckering their lips in 
the “duck face.” 
 
According to Claire Mysko (2013), an internationally recognized expert on body image and media 
literacy, “While social media is not the cause of low self-esteem, it has all the right elements to 
contribute to it. Social media creates an environment where disordered thoughts and behaviors really 
thrive.” Mysko further comments that the pressure to be accepted (as measured in “likes”) for a perfect 
photo of oneself can magnify a young girl’s insecurities about her body. A study conducted by Florida 
State University on Facebook and eating disorders (2014) found that a group of women who were asked 
to browse Facebook for 20 minutes experienced greater body dissatisfaction than those who spent 20 
minutes online researching rainforest cats. The pressure to project an attractive and popular image 
though their social media postings is evident in the percent of teens using social media who feel 
pressured to be liked. 
 
Some of the girls Sales spoke with also reported they felt pressure to text nude or sexual photos of 
themselves to boys. Other girls reported that exchanging texts of a sexual nature with boys was fairly 
common. The girls complained that this puts them in a lose-lose situation, because if they refused to 
send photos of themselves or suggestive texts, they risked being rejected or becoming unpopular. 
However, if they did send them, they risked being “slut-shamed” if the boy shared them with his friends 
and others. 
 
The Pew Research Center study also collected data on social media and flirting. Teens were asked about 
how they showed romantic interest in someone. The data show that virtual interactions are just as likely 
as face-to-face conversations. 
 

How Teens Show Romantic Interest in Someone: 
 55% by talking with them in person 
 50% by friending them on Facebook or some other app 
 47% by liking, commenting or otherwise interacting on social media  
 46% by sharing something funny or interesting with them online 
 31% by sharing flirtatious messages 
 11% by making a music playlist for them 
 10% by sending flirty or sexy photos or videos of themselves 
 7% by making a video for them 

 
Social media has become a platform for teen girls to seek affirmation of their sexuality by posting photos 
that will generate a maximum number of “likes” or comments. Teens are also using social media to 
share their romantic interests and initiate romantic relationships.  
 
In another of Pew Research Center’s studies (2009), they surveyed 800 teens about their “sexting” 
behaviors and found: 
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 4% of cell phone-owning teens ages 12-17 have sent sexually suggestive nude or nearly nude 
images of themselves to someone else via text messaging 

 15% of cell phone-owning teens ages 12-17 have received sexually suggestive nude or nearly 
nude images of someone they know via text messaging on their cell phone 

 8% of 17-year-olds with cell phones have sent a sexually provocative image by text and 30% 
have received a nude or nearly nude image on their phone 

 17% of teens who pay for all of the costs associated with their cell phones send sexually 
suggestive images via text; just 3% of teens who do not pay for, or only pay for a portion of the 
cost of the cell phone, send these images 

 
Although many of these teens reported exchanging “sexts” with their romantic partners or people they 
hoped would be their romantic partners, these exchange behaviors are known and used enough to be 
taken advantage of by predators. The challenge for adults is to help teens fully appreciate the 
ramifications and dangers of their information-sharing activities, while providing a safe space for teens 
to talk openly about the realities they face. 
 
How Can We Help Girls Navigate Social Media? 
 
Parents, teachers, and adults involved in the lives of teens must understand and embrace the major role 
social media plays in their lives. Because it is still a relatively new and emerging social trend, there is not 
a lot of reliable data available on the short or long term impacts of social media on youth. Given that 
information gap, the best thing to do as a community is to engage in meaningful and candid 
conversations about social media, its role in our lives, and the risks and benefits of online information 
sharing. 
 
Conversations with girls about social media should be dialogues, not lectures. Asking questions can help 
adults better understand what drives girls to post and scan social media so frequently. During our 
community conversations, several girls referred to their social media activities, from how they spend 
their time to concerns they have about using social media:  
 
“[I need more] sleep; I like to take a nap. Sometimes I am up all night texting, and don't get enough 
rest.” 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon 
 
“[I spend a lot of time] getting on social media. My favorite is Instagram.” 
- Girl from Fairview Middle School, Oasis Girls Circle Group   
 
“Parents should talk to you about what they think you should post on the Internet; something wrong 
gets posted and then it's a big mistake.”  
- Girl from Oasis’ Girls Can Do Anything Summer Camp 
 
“[Unhealthy relationships have a] lack of communication and you’re unable to trust a person. For 
example, checking up on someone by checking on their Instagram.”  
- Girl from Palmer-Munroe Teen Center 
 
We need to continue these discussions with girls throughout the community and engage with 
organizations and initiatives that work with girls to better understand the impact of social media on 
their lives.  
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Tips for Talking with Girls about Social Media 

Discussions about social media should start as early as possible—even before a girl has her own 
smart phone.  
 

Don’t focus on what a girl should not be doing; instead, emphasize the positive potential of social 
media, while also carefully pointing out the pitfalls as well.  
 

Convey the big picture. Social media can be incredibly time-consuming and distracting, capable of 
taking over a person’s life.  
 

Try to help young girls unplug and step away from it to view its role in their lives as one of many 
tools they can use to communicate and socialize.   
 

Help them to realize that everything that is posted becomes a forever image and brand of who she 
is and is available as long as there is an Internet.  
 

To balance or offset the heavy emphasis social media places on body and appearance—and the 
pressure to post a perfect selfie—give equal attention and affirmation to photos of girls being 
active, natural-looking, and authentically themselves. 
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SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN THE LIVES OF GIRLS   
By Dr. Jesse Klein and Commissioner Jessica Lowe-Minor  

 
The 2014-15 Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls (CSWG) Report on Sexual 
Violence Response in Tallahassee/Leon County offered research and best practices for our community’s 
preventative initiatives and response to sexual violence. The report focused on our community’s existing 
response policies regarding sexual violence against women in homes, workplaces, and college campuses. 
Further, the report highlighted medical and legal responses to adult female survivors. The success of the report 
relied in part on the availability of data on survivors ages 18 and older. However, a nationwide 2011 Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention survey found that 23% of females who experienced rape, physical violence, or 
stalking by an intimate partner in their lifetime, first experienced some form of partner violence between the 
age of 11 and 17 years of age. Accessing data on sexual offenses against children for independent analysis is very 
difficult, where protection of the victims is taken very seriously. In this article, we share our findings on the data 
tracking of sexual violence against girls, our community’s response process for victims, and the new threats our 
girls face on social media and the Internet.  
 
Data Tracking  
 
The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Uniform Crime Report (UCR) requires law enforcement throughout 
the country to submit data on eight types of reported crimes, including rape. This reporting system has been in 
place since 1930, making changes in crime definitions necessary over time. While the FBI’s definition of rape 
became more inclusive of gender and type of sexual violence in 2013—including male victims, sodomy, and 
sexual assault with objects—adding the element of the victim’s age requires different reporting protocols.  

 
The FBI defines statutory rape as “Nonforcible sexual intercourse with a person who is under the statutory age 
of consent,” but adds that “If the victim was incapable of giving consent because of his/her youth or mental 
impairment, either temporary or permanent, law enforcement should classify the offense as Rape, not Statutory 
Rape.” The UCR does not collect data on statutory rape or other specific details for other offenses against 
children through its reporting system. Varying definitions and reporting systems have the potential to fracture 
the reporting and analysis of data at the national level on sexual violence against children; however, the FBI 
began working on a more nuanced reporting system in the 1980s.  
 
 In 1988, the FBI began experimenting with a new, more detailed reporting system called the National Incident-
Based Reporting System (NIBRS), which would collect data on 46 specific crimes, including both rape and 
statutory rape. This is a significant improvement to crime reporting conducted through the UCR system and it 
ensures that incident-level, specific data on victims, perpetrators, and co-occurring crimes are recorded 
thoroughly. However, implementation of NIBRS has been slow and voluntary with the goal of fully transitioning 
from the UCR to the NIBRS by the end of 2021. In 2013, only 38.3% of law enforcement agencies reporting to 
the UCR submitted crime data in the incident-based system. These mandatory reporting guidelines at the 
federal level result in many local and state law enforcement agencies tracking data on crimes reported, arrests 
made, and convictions for sexual violence.  
 
There are 44 states implementing and/or testing the NIBRS—Florida is not one of them.  
 
While these reporting systems have normalized tracking data on sexual violence throughout the country, it is 
important to note that these data only tell us about reported crime. Comparing national victimization surveys 
with official data, the Bureau of Justice Statistics found that between 2006 and 2010, 52% of all violent 
victimizations were not reported to the police, and 2 out of 3 or 65% of rapes and sexual assaults went 
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unreported. They also found that violent crime victimizations against youth ages 12 to 17 went unreported at 
higher rates than any of the other age categories. With such a low reporting rate, there is also the risk of 
believing these victimizations are not happening at all or not often. With this in mind, NIBRS released a report 
on sex offenses via their system in 2013 and found that the “most likely victims of rape were teenagers with 
33.8% of victims between 13 and 18 years of age” and offenders were reported “to be slightly older with 39.1% 
between 16 and 25 years of age” nationwide. Teenage victims were also most likely to be girls.  
 
This means that girls are simultaneously more likely to be victims of rape and sexual assault and that these 
crimes are most likely to go unreported to law enforcement.  
 
We can find national data sometimes disaggregated by age, gender, and race of the victims, but for state- and 
local-level data, it is an entirely different story. Communities come together to provide data tracking and crisis 
response through law enforcement, medical and mental health professionals, social workers, and community 
service providers. However, community dialogue is more open with regard to talking about the response for 
victims over 18 years of age because the status of sexual violence against children is still not something people 
are comfortable talking about. Despite national prioritization of the investigation and prosecution of sexual 
crimes against children, when we cannot grasp the scope of the problem, statistically or otherwise, the 
interagency collaborations we rely on for crisis response are hindered.  
 
Community Response to Child Victims of Sexual Violence  
 
Tallahassee and Leon County have a comprehensive network of agencies committed to sexual violence response 
that receive community-wide and state-wide support to do so. After consulting with many providers in 
Tallahassee, a common theme emerged—there are many crisis- and trauma-related services for adults but few 
for children. Barriers to providing more services for child victims of sexual violence include a lack of resources 
and a collective denial about the realities of child sexual abuse nationwide.  
 
In 1978, the State of Florida initiated a “pilot project using a medically led, multidisciplinary team approach” in 
Jacksonville and called it the Child Protection Team (CPT). Today, 48 CPTs operate throughout Florida in main 
offices and satellite offices, including a main office in Tallahassee. In explaining the range of services CPTs 
provide by working together with law enforcement and the Department of Children and Families (DCF), the DOH 
says teams provide: 

 Medical diagnosis and evaluation 
 Nursing assessments 
 Child and family assessments 
 Multidisciplinary staffing 
 Psychological and psychiatric evaluations 
 Specialized and forensic interviews 

 Expert court testimony 
 
Kevin Winship, a Licensed Mental Health Counselor (L.M.H.C.) and Director of Program Operations at Children’s 
Home Society of Florida, North Central Division (CHS)—the main CPT office in Tallahassee—spoke with us about 
the CPT operating in the Big Bend and gave us a tour of their facility. They are prepared to process many types of 
abuse victims; however, for this report we asked specifically about their sexual abuse cases involving girls. Their 
team members include support from county law enforcement and certified Sexual Assault Nurse Examiners 
(SANE) for providing sexual assault exams, contracting with physicians specialized in pediatric trauma, clinical 
social workers, and licensed counselors and psychologists. Winship provided data for 2014-15 and 2015-16: 
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 In 2014-15, there were 375 alleged female victims processed through Tallahassee’s CPT and of these 
23.2% were ages 0-5, 38.7% were ages 6-12, and 38.1% were 13 years or older.  

o Of these victims, 82.7% knew their perpetrators which included parents (13.3%), step-parents 
(5.9%), other relatives (30%), parent or guardian’s paramour (11.5%), and other known non-
relatives (29.6%).  

 
 In 2015-16, there was a significant drop from 375 to 170 female victims, of whom 31.2% were ages 0-5, 

34.7% were ages 6-12, and 34.1% were 13 years or older. 
o Similarly to 2014-2015, most of these girls knew their perpetrators (82.4%) and included 

parents (15.9%), step-parents (6.4%), other relatives (21.9%), parent or guardian’s paramour 
(2.4%), and other known non-relatives (28.2%). 

 
At the time of our interview, CHS had just started processing 2016-17 data and noted that they were observing 
an uptick from the previous year’s number of victims served. A majority of child victims of sexual abuse in Leon 
County are brought to Tallahassee’s CPT and are often referred by the Department of Children and Families 
(DCF) and local law enforcement. Winship noted that DCF also provided specialized response teams for High Risk 
Victims, which included children who went into the DCF or Department of Juvenile Delinquency systems 
multiple times, who moved between foster homes frequently, and who had been trafficked for Commercial 
Sexual Exploitation of Children. As reported in the safety section of this report, Leon County had 56 child victims 
of human trafficking in 2015 and all of them were girls. From child sexual abuse within their homes to being 
trafficked and exploited for commercial sex, sexual violence against girls is a substantial and complex problem in 
our community.  
 
When asked about the intake and examination process, Winship described their operation as a quickly moving, 
child friendly, and a single stop for everything from the moment you walk in the door. We walked through the 
process with him. Upon entering the building, there is a lobby with a black leather couch and magazines for 
adults and a play corner for kids complete with teddy bears, play kitchens, and toys. We walked around the 
reception desk and faced a hallway with floor-to-ceiling wooden cabinets on one side and doors on the other. 
Immediately, he brought us into the pediatric examination room where victims are usually brought first for 
nurses and pediatricians to acquire crucial evidence for the child’s case. The room is painted a calming blue and 
has several stuffed animals for children to hold during their exam. One was a frog with long legs that the nurses 
and pediatricians would have the children position and point to in describing the source of their pain or 
discomfort. There was a short exam table, a sophisticated Polycom RealPresence Practitioner Cart, a counter 
with white cabinets, and a table. For infant and toddler victims, the table had an alternative examination station 
that was similar to a baby’s bath. The Polycom system allows CPT to discuss signs of abuse with specialists 
through encrypted, Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA) compliant distance 
consultations. He opened the exam room’s cabinets to reveal dozens of unopened rape kits.  
 
During the process of their medical exam, the victims have to turn over all of their clothes for evidence. We 
walked back into the hall and he opened the tall cabinets from left to right. Each cabinet held new, clean, socks, 
underwear, training bras, and clothes for both boys and girls ages 0-17. Winship emphasized the importance of 
new clothes for the children, stating “they have already been through enough, they shouldn’t have to wear 
someone else’s clothes.” For this reason, they have clothing drives throughout the year to keep the cabinets 
stocked. At the time of our visit, we observed that there were more clothes for the younger children and fewer 
for the older children.  
 
The examination process is sophisticated and protective of the child’s well-being, but the real work begins after 
the exam’s conclusion. Art therapy, play therapy, and individual and family counseling are provided for a short 
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period of time as outpatient services before the children and their parents are referred to services in the 
community. This is where children needing long-term, trauma-informed treatment are likely to “fall through the 
cracks.”  
 
Barriers to children’s access to treatment abound once they leave CHS, depending on their access to insurance, 
access to transportation, their school’s capacity to provide counseling for possible consequent emotional or 
behavioral issues resulting from their victimization, household income, possible ongoing interaction with the 
legal system, and those victimized by parents or relatives might be removed from their homes.  
 
Meg Baldwin, J.D. is the Executive Director of Refuge House, a domestic and sexual violence center serving eight 
counties in the Big Bend area, including Leon County. As one of the several community service providers where 
children and their families are referred after CHS, she sees girls needing complex direct services after 
experiencing trauma as well: “The thing that is probably the biggest barrier is being able to afford therapeutic 
services for a lot of these families. Most of the girls that we are working with have really complicated home 
lives. Many of them have grown up witnessing domestic violence, they’ve been molested early, and they come 
from a long history of family violence. So, their needs are broad. They need basic case management, their 
families need affordable, safe housing to reduce their risk—they need positive adults in their life.” She adds, 
“Each girl really needs and deserves to have a safe, protective, nurturing relationship in her life. And if she 
doesn’t have that, she’s going to be vulnerable to seeking something that pretends to be that kind of emotional 
and material support from anyone who seems to be offering it. And that contributes to an environment of 
predation that may be exploited by an age peer, a member of the family, a brother, an uncle, a boyfriend of her 
mom or an older sister, another student in school, and older boys and young men who circle these girls who are 
vulnerable in these ways and will use them sexually and sometimes also prostitute them.”  

 
Sexual Assault Addendum:  Criminalization of Childhood Sexual Trauma 
 
 Many girls who experience sexual abuse are routed into the juvenile justice system because of their 
victimization are primary predictors for high-risk behaviors that often lead to delinquency. The leading causes of 
juvenile arrest for girls are minor offenses, such as misdemeanors, status offenses, outstanding warrants, and 
technical violations; however, the decision to arrest and detain girls in these cases have often been shown to be 
based in part on the perception of girls’ having violated conventional norms and stereotypes of feminine behavior, 
even when that behavior is caused by trauma (Hawkins, et al., 2009; Smith, et al., 2006). Around the country, girls 
report having experienced Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) at higher rates than boys in all ten categories of 
trauma and abuse, which is consistent with other research that shows higher rates of complex trauma and multiple 
forms of victimization among girls (Saar, et al., 2015; Hawkins, et al., 2009; Smith, et al., 2006).  
 The U.S. Attorney General’s Task Force on Children Exposed to Violence (2012) found an association between 
childhood trauma and subsequent involvement in the juvenile justice system. However, for girls more than for boys, 
this connection is strongly rooted in the experience of sexual violence and the link appears to continue even after 
girls are released from the juvenile system. A recent study shows that sexual abuse is one of the strongest predictors 
of whether a girl will be charged again after release; in fact, it appears to have a greater impact on girls’ re-entry into 
the system than other risk factors, such as behavioral problems and prior involvement in the justice system (Conrad, 
et al., 2014).  
 According to the National Coalition for the Homeless regarding homeless youth (2008), the most common 
crimes for which girls are arrested, including running away, substance abuse, and truancy, are also the most 
common symptoms of abuse. Child sexual abuse experts list these behaviors as warning signs that an adolescent has 
been abused and needs therapeutic intervention. The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) emphasizes 
the causal link between unaddressed trauma and the criminalization of girls, as well as the development of mental 
health issues, such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). In 2004, the NCTSN noted overwhelming rates of 
trauma and PTSD among girls in the juvenile justice system: 70% of girls had been exposed to some form of trauma 
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and over 65% had experienced symptoms of PTSD at some point in their lives (48.9% of whom were currently 
experiencing those symptoms (Hennessey, et al., 2004).  
 Research also shows, however, that mental health services can yield important and positive results for girls. In a 
study conducted in Duval County, Florida (Acoca, 2000), researchers examined girls after release and found that 
those who received mental health services were 37% less likely to reoffend. In Oregon, another study (Chamberlain, 
et al., 2007) found that two years after release, girls who were provided a trauma-based intervention program had 
reduced rates of reoffending compared to girls in generic group care. Girls need access to trauma-informed and 
gender-specific mental health care—not only to improve their wellbeing in the long-term, but also to reduce the 
likelihood of recidivism (Acoca, 2000; Chamberlain, et al., 2007; Foster, et al., 2004). ] 

 
Over the last 12 years of serving as Executive Director, Baldwin has learned a lot about the needs of girls and 
their families throughout the Big Bend counties. Based on these interactions, Baldwin and the Refuge House 
team identified a specific area of child sexual abuse that needs significantly more attention: “Childhood sexual 
abuse, but particularly inter-familial sexual abuse, was the most urgent and unmet need for services across our 8 
counties.” In a recent media campaign, Refuge House stood up in a public way, “to reach survivors themselves 
and to show survivors that we were willing, publicly, to declare ourselves as their allies.”  
 
The media campaign included a video with the words “i just wanted my dad to love me, to protect me. instead 
he made me touch him. he said if I told anyone they wouldn’t believe me. we believe you.” One of the billboards 
for the campaign stated, “Getting drunk is never an excuse. She’s your daughter. Not your date. We’re calling 
incest out.”  
 
During a separate interview with the Survive and Thrive Advocacy Center (STAC), Executive Director Robin 
Hassler Thompson, J.D., M.A. gave kudos to Refuge House for their, “very compelling billboard campaign that 
focused on sexual violence perpetrated by family members.” She said, “The community was up in arms, which is 
case in point about how this issue is so difficult, and how people are reluctant to talk about it and are in denial 
about its reality.” Winship at CHS also noted society’s continued unwillingness to discuss issues related to child 
sexual abuse and incest—to the detriment of victims’ ability to recover.  
 
Girls, ages 11-18, who are likely to engage in high-risk behaviors leading to juvenile justice system 
involvement, such as running away, aggressive or anti-social behavior, substance abuse, chronic truancy 
or dropping out of school, and association with anti-social peer groups, are also more likely to have been 
exposed to adverse childhood experiences—including child sexual abuse. Kelly Otte, Executive Director 
of the PACE Center for Girls in Leon County, explains that girls require gender‐specific services to 
effectively address their needs. “PACE focuses on the context in which high‐risk behaviors occur, 
advocates for a more holistic view that emphasizes female development and empowerment, and 
promotes a trauma-informed, therapeutic approach that addresses protective and risk factors facing 
girls,” says Otte. PACE works to increase protective factors and mitigate risk factors associated with 
female delinquency by helping girls develop healthy interpersonal relationships, coping skills, self-
esteem and self-advocacy, and future outlook and career orientation. Similar to other local, girls-serving 
organizations the emphasis is on trauma-informed care and avoiding the criminalization of childhood 
sexual abuse. 

 
We as a community need to work harder to acknowledge the complexities, barriers, and realities when children 
are sexually abused. Baldwin noted that girls who are victims of child sexual abuse, “are coming from 
complicated family structures and they’ve already acquired a great deal of coping skills and defense 
mechanisms—and some of them aren’t pretty. They get dismissed really quickly, and they get labeled and 
blamed, and people focus on that behavior instead of really the whole picture, and they slip through the cracks 
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in rapid succession because of that. Advocating and really making committed efforts to get into the underserved 
communities…we need to have better resources and more meaningful services…to really be able to work 
together.” 
 
The Threat of Online Predators  
 
Unfortunately, girls face more threats now than ever before with advances in technology and the spread of 
social media. As noted in the Social Media article of this report, the lines of communication and information 
exchange are there for positive relational interaction, building friendships, and maintaining contact across the 
world. However much we would like for our girls to have only positive experiences online, that just isn’t the 
case.  
 
We spoke with Special Agent Jason A. Knowles at the Florida Department of Law Enforcement’s (FDLE) Florida 
Computer Crime Center (FC3) about the landscape girls in our community are facing on the Internet. He began 
by explaining the predator mentality,  
 
“Predators are looking for prey, first and foremost. They are going to go to the places that kids are frequenting, 
whether they are applications or online social media sites. They are going to look for the baited field. And when 
they find the prey, they are going to take it upon themselves and go through a process where they isolate an 
individual or several individuals. That’s easy to do on the Internet because you have applications that are 
specifically written for isolating communication. So, if they make contact with a child, they can isolate that 
communication by taking them to a different app. So, we see a lot of times predators will come across 
somebody who they think is a child and then they’ll say, ‘Hey do you have a Skype account,’ or ‘Do you have a 
Kik account?’ and they’ll take them from one application to another so that they can isolate that 
communication.” 
 
These online predators seek user handles that indicate a child may have created it and immediately begin to 
assess whether the user is in fact a child by asking certain questions and analyzing the responses.  
 
Children coming from difficult home lives are particularly vulnerable because they are easier to isolate and 
groom. Social media grooming is when a predator builds trust from a potential child victim which can result in 
isolating that child from their social supports and increasing their risk for exploitation. At FC3, Agent Knowles 
says, “A large percentage of our investigations are focused on child pornography possession and sharing on the 
Internet.” The possession, production, and distribution of child pornography has become increasingly prevalent 
as predators are better able to collect, to create, and to share this material with one another.  
 
Agent Knowles pointed to a seminal research report, The Butner Study (2009), which revealed that offenders in 
possession of child pornography also had a high likelihood of being contact offenders. In this study, 155 inmates 
that had been incarcerated for possession of child pornography were interviewed and researchers discovered 
that 85% had been contact offenders—meaning they had gone beyond “mere” possession and had touched 
children. Of the 85%, inmates also conveyed their number of victims—the average number of victims per 
offender was a staggering 13. 
 
The team at FC3, and other computer crime task forces, know they are going after perpetrators who are likely to 
be child rapists and traffickers, which is why the enforcement of child pornography laws is comprehensive and 
consistent. Child pornography is a crime scene photo because it is a capture of the rape of that child. Agent 
Knowles has provided expert testimony at many of these trials and notes that it has taken many years for law 
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enforcement “to get judges and juries to know that this isn’t just some dirty old man looking at a photo—it’s a 
crime.” 
 
The funding and departmental structures for combating these crimes are different at the county, state, and 
federal levels, making tracking sex offenses against children complex. Fortunately, however, these agencies 
communicate and track offenders and predators collaboratively within states and across state lines to protect 
children against computer-related sex crimes. Victim data within the State of Florida’s Sex Offender Registry is 
confidential and not publicly available, making disaggregating sex offenses against minors by gender impossible. 
By requesting detailed registry data between 1970 and 2016, we were able to determine rates of sex offender 
charges against children per 100,000 people in each county, rates of sex offenders who perpetrated crimes 
against children per 100,000 people in each county, and rates of computer-related sex crimes against children 
per 100,000 people in each county.  
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Sex offenders are grouped into three categories: offenders, predators (repetitive offenders), and juvenile sex 
offenders (offenders under the age of 18). Sex offenders are typically arrested and convicted for more than one 
crime; making the charges exceed the amount of offenders. The Florida counties with the highest rate per 
100,000 in the population of sex crimes against children are Liberty (1052), Gadsden (931.3), Desoto (803.2), and 
Citrus (802.2) County. Gadsden and Liberty counties also have the highest rate of sex offenders, with 653.2 and 
597.7 per 100,000 respectively.  
 
The data was grouped by computer-related sex crimes against children, including: Possession of photo/picture 
showing sexual performance by a child; Produce, direct, promote sexual performance by child; Providing 
obscene material to a minor; Send child porn; Sexual performance by a child (possess photo or picture); 
Traveling to meet minor to commit unlawful sexual offense; Use computer to have sex with minor; Use Internet 
to solicit/attempt to solicit a child for sex/lewdness;  Use of a computer to solicit or lure a child to engage in 
sexual conduct; and Use of a computer to solicit or lure a parent or custodian of a child to consent to the child's 
participation in sexual conduct. For these crimes, Citrus (155.1), Polk (106.5), and Sumter (100.6) County had the 
highest rates per 100,000 in the population. Leon County had the 6th highest rate of computer-related sex 
crimes against children, with 86 per 100,000 in the population. Of Leon County’s 237 computer-related sex 
crimes against children documented between 2006 and 2016, the highest frequency of charges included:  
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 69 Possession of photo/picture showing sexual performance by a child 
 50 Traveling to meet minor to commit unlawful sexual offense 
 50 Use Internet to solicit/attempt to solicit a child for sex/lewdness 

 
Agent Knowles explained that the agency prioritizes investigating pornographic images of infants and toddler-
aged children, because those images are indicative of a predator who is a repeat, preferential molester.  
 
Online predators are really good at presenting themselves as a child’s hero or salvation. Predators often 
encourage child victims to run away from home and assist in orchestrating that exit strategy. The child thinks 
she/he is running away into a situation that will be loving, but by the time the child gets there it is already too 
late. In most cases, within 24 hours runaways have already been sexually abused by the person they were 
running to and are likely being trafficked for sex by the predators immediately. According to Agent Knowles, 
between 2011 and 2015, there were 58,000 endangered runaways nationwide. Of these, 83% were returned 
home and from their interviews, agents found that 1 in 5 were sex trafficked before they returned home. Sixty-
four percent said they were running away from foster care and 35% from their biological family or parents. 
 
Agent Knowles explained the dangers of social media for girls. Perpetrators of child sexual abuse, often adult 
men, pose as younger same-sex (girl) online friends who lure teenage girls into situations where they inflict 
sexual violence and trafficking by tricking them.  
 
Once a girl is already in the web of the perpetrator’s sexual exploitation, social media may continue to be used 
to perpetrate further crimes against her.  

 
 In 2013, investigators discovered that a missing 14-year-old girl was given a bus ticket to California after a 

lengthy online communication with an online predator posing as a girl. The girl ran away, into the arms of 
the predator. During her time there, she was physically and sexually abused by the predator and others 
to whom he had prostituted her. It was unlikely she was going to be found, until she messaged her 
mother on Facebook. Investigators were able to capture the IP address and tracked her down to bring 
her home.  
 

 In West Palm Beach, a federal case involved the daughter of a prominent family. After a fight with her 
mom, she contacted a friend from school and they went to a party at the friend’s uncle’s house—who 
was a drug dealer and a pimp. They drank alcohol and did other drugs before he sent messages to people 
through social media advertising that he had a drugged, 15-year-old virgin at his house. The “friend” left 
the girl at her uncle’s house. The only reason law enforcement found the missing girl was because they 
were conducting an ongoing investigation on the uncle. When they raided his house for drugs, they found 
the missing girl in the back room. Responders estimated that she had been raped more than 50 times 
over the two days she had been missing.  

 
During our three-hour interview with Agent Knowles, he offered many practical suggestions for the ways in 
which we as parents, teachers, and community members can empower children to make safe decisions and stop 
this process early. 

 
 We need to commit to creating age-appropriate material to teach girls and boys about the risks 

associated with sharing pictures and talking to strangers online. 
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 Parents need to stay informed on new technologies and social media platforms their children might be 
using. There are certain platforms most likely to be used by online predators: Skype, Kik, Tumblr, 
Tinder, Instagram, Snapchat, Omegle, and dating sites like OkCupid, Bumble, Plenty of Fish, Grindr. 
 

 Communities need to find ways to collect additional, localized data about social media use. 
Communities need to track the age when children first gain access to this technology, the age when 
they are first sexually solicited online, and how many teens are providing nude images based on 
requests or coercion from online predators, to name a few.  

 
Conclusion 
 
 Far too many girls in our community are exposed to sexual violence. The available data show only a small piece 
of a vast, complex reality the girls face everywhere they go. Sexual violence in youth causes lifelong trauma that 
affects girls’ ability to thrive. Trauma-informed care needs to be more heavily integrated into our community’s 
response to sexual violence against girls. As a community, we need to continue advocating for more robust data 
tracking of sexual violence against girls, offer support and encourage wraparound services for victims of child 
sexual abuse, and bring awareness and education to the increasing presence of online predators in girls’ lives.  
 
Insights from Girls 
 
Girls described various aspects of unhealthy relationships during our community conversations, including 
emotional and physical abuse from romantic partners:  
 
“Define unhealthy relationship: Someone who bothers a girl over and over again, treating you wrong but others 
don't believe you at all. People who stay in relationships where the person is not treating you well. When a 
person stays with a guy who pushes them around or beats on them, and abuses them. I am really close to a 
person like this, and it made me upset. My cousin was dating one of my friends, and I didn't believe her when 
she said she was being beat on.” 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“Girls are also hurt by cheating. Some girls who go here put themselves in a situation, like Facebook or other 
web sites, where they expose themselves.” 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“Girls are hurt by lying, being constantly put down, verbal and emotional abuse. It can also happen in friendships 
that are too stressful and damaging. Sometimes there are family members you can't really talk to. You may be in 
a relationship where the family members don't like the person you're dating and it is hurtful.” 
- Girl from PACE Center for Girls, Leon, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“I saw a video on You Tube. It was a story about a girl who didn’t tell her mom she was abused by a sexual 
offender until she was 18. You have to tell someone. This girl had bruises all over her body.” 
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary School, Oasis Girls Circle Group   
 
“The boy abuses the woman, doing what he’s not supposed to do, forcing her and putting his hands on her and 
cheating on her. Breaking up with you over the phone.”  
- Girl from Oak Ridge Elementary School, Oasis Girls Circle Group   
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“We watched a video, so I guess if he tries to keep you away from your family.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“If he abuses you emotionally, sexually, mentally, physically, that’s unhealthy.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“If he tries to control you, and he wants you to do what he wants you to do. Or if he gets mad because your 
opinions are different.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“Like if you are bashing on each other, like if you’re married but don’t want to get a divorce and just keep going 
back and forth.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“Boys, because they can have a relationship and can be abused and afraid to tell their parents. Because the boy 
may tell them that they’ll hurt them if they do.” 
- Girl from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
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The PACE Center for Girls, Leon County: A Gender-Responsive Prevention and Early Intervention 
Program for Girls 

By Kelly Otte 
 

There are 19 PACE Centers throughout Florida. Opened in 1994, the PACE Center for Girls in Leon 
County was the 5th PACE Center to open. PACE Leon is the only non-residential gender-specific, 
nonprofit prevention program in Leon County that provides education and wraparound services to at-
risk girls.  PACE Leon use a balanced, holistic approach to address poor academic performance and high-
risk behaviors that contribute to female delinquency. Girls served at PACE-Leon present high-risk factors 
associated with substance abuse, violence, early sexual activity and/or abuse, pregnancy, school 
underachievement, and delinquency. Of the 202 girls we served from July 1, 2014 to June 30, 2015, 38% 
were ages 11 to 14 and 62% were ages 15 to 18. Girls were racially/ethnically identified as being Black 
(67%), White (28%), Hispanic (3%) or Other (2%). An overwhelming majority, 81%, of the girls had three 
or more risk factors:  

 27% had a learning disability;  
 57% of the girls had a parent or sibling incarcerated or on probation;  
 18% had a seriously ill parent;  
 30% had a parent with substance abuse addictions;  
 32% experienced domestic violence in the home;  
 25% were living away from their parents in outside placement and 6% were in foster care;  
 50% were living in a single parent household;  
 23% had been physically abused;  
 25% sexually abused;  
 22% had been raped;  
 75% had serious physical health problems;  
 20% had substance abuse issues;  
 22% had considered suicide and 20% had attempted suicide;  
 53% had eating disorders or unhealthy eating behaviors;  
 34% had a prior arrest and 20% were on probation.  

 
Since opening, PACE Leon has served over 2,100 girls and helped them gain the skills and knowledge 
they need to lead healthy, productive, and fulfilling lives. The PACE Model is effective and impactful. Of 
the girls served in the past 2 years:   

 95% of the girls did not have adjudication (or adjudication withheld) in the juvenile justice 
system while enrolled in the program;  

 95% had no involvement within six months after transitioning out of the program;  
 100% of the girls did not have additional involvement within one year of transition;  
 98% of the girls earned a high school diploma (or GED), or mainstreamed back to their public 

school, an appropriate educational setting, or were employed or were placed in an appropriate 
placement based on their individual treatment plan;  

 91% of the girls stayed enrolled in the program for longer than 30 days;  
 97% of the girls transitioned to an appropriate educational placement consistent with their 

individualized treatment/case plan;  
 88% of the girls who stayed at least 90 days in the program increased their academic 

functioning;  
 93% of girls served reduced conflict at home;  
 100% of the girls served by the Reach Program reported increased self-efficacy and self-esteem. 
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 Violence against girls is a crisis of national proportions that cuts across every divide of race, class, 

religion, sexual orientation, and ethnicity. The facts are staggering and harrowing. As a community, we 

need to do more to support girls exposed to violence and intervene with trauma-informed strategies 

and programs to reduce the criminalization of girls engaging in high-risk behaviors as a result of 

trauma. Together, we can also ensure that girls’ mental health needs are adequately identified, 

assessed, and treated to prevent high-risk behaviors, traumatic victimization, and juvenile justice 

system involvement or reentry into the system. 

Kelly Otte is Executive Director of The PACE Center for Girls in Leon County and is a trailblazing, 
celebrated advocate for women and girls. She served as a Commissioner on the Tallahassee/Leon County 
Commission on the Status of Women and Girls from 2011 to 2014. In 2007, she founded The Oasis Center 
for Women & Girls in Tallahassee. 
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Essay on School Dress Codes   

By Casey 
 
Controversies surrounding school dress codes are an increasingly prominent and pervasive issue in 
today's society. Some might dismiss it as unimportant, and I suppose sending a young girl home to 
change isn’t in itself a large issue in the scheme of things. However, it goes far beyond disagreement 
over the visibility of bra straps and actually gives us a crystal clear insight into how dominant patriarchy 
and its consequence are in today's society, and how dominant they are from a young age.  
 
Back in November, I was dress-coded and sent home for wearing leggings to school. I was told that my 
mother would have to leave work to drive me home to change, or I would have to stay in In-School-
Suspension for the entire day. I wasn't allowed to go to my classes, take tests, turn in homework, or see 
my classmates. That is, not until I was wearing something less "distracting."  
 
The reason behind all of this is apparently because our outfits are considered "distractions" to the boys 
in our school and are, therefore, an obstacle to their education. There is something very wrong with the 
implementation of a school policy which unequally affects girls and boys. For example, when girls’ 
clothes are perceived to be too much of a distraction for boys to handle, girls get sent home from school 
(or to In-School Suspension), thus precluding them from access to their own education. Such a policy 
and practice prioritizes a boy's education over a girl's education. It sends a very strong message to our 
youth that schools care more about what girls wear than whether they learn. It blames a girl for boys' 
distraction and the actions that may follow—staring, pointing, ogling, teasing, and making suggestive 
comments. It shames a girl into thinking that the unwanted attention is her own fault. It teaches boys 
that if a girl wears leggings, shorts, or has her shoulders showing that they are absolved from staring and 
making comments and acting inappropriately, and that it is the girl's fault for drawing their attention in 
the first place. This mindset is prevalent in the objectification, harassment, and sexual assault of girls, 
teaching boys that they are blameless and free to act as they wish. This normalizes asking, "But what 
was she wearing?" and perpetuates victim blaming.  
 
We need to find a way to change our system of dress code enforcement so it doesn't plant the seed for 
a perpetual cycle of sexism and potential violence. We can't keep telling our girls that they are of less 
importance than boys, that it's their fault for being objectified. We can’t keep contributing to a culture 
that perpetuates violence against women and girls.  
 
Instead, we should be teaching boys that it is inappropriate under any circumstance to objectify a girl, 
regardless of what she is wearing. We need to teach kids to be more tolerant and accepting, and to 
discourage objectifying and bullying behavior.  The answer is not to remove the distraction—the short 
shorts, the leggings—but rather to identify and eliminate the intolerant and objectifying attitudes and 
behaviors that our culture perpetuates.   
 
Casey is in 10th grade. She lives and goes to school in Tallahassee. 
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[Sidebar with Casey’s article]  
 
The Anti-Defamation League (2014) has developed educational materials including tools, strategies and 
conversations starters about current events. In their educational series about dress codes, they explore the history 
of dress codes nationally:  
 
Over the years, schools have implemented student dress codes to address a wide range of issues, some of which 

have been quite controversial. For example, in the late 1960s and 70s, young men with long hair were sometimes 

physically attacked by their classmates and, as a result, many schools required boys to wear their hair cut to their 

ears or shorter. In the 1990s, there was a push for dress codes to prevent promotion of gang-related violence. In 

recent years, a desire to stop conflict over designer labels and create a more “professional” school environment 

resulted in dress codes and uniforms becoming more popular. 

Student dress codes recently made headlines because several groups of students—predominately girls—began to 

question and protest school dress codes because they thought the policies were unfair. Their words quickly traveled 

via social media and news articles. The young spokeswomen said that: (1) the dress codes unfairly target girls and 

transgender students; (2) they send a message to girls that if they are harassed by boys, it is their fault; (3) they feel 

judged and shamed by the dress codes; and (4) that a different standard is applied to girls who are more curvy and 

developed than other girls. 

Conversation starters and other tools and strategies to explore this topic are available for parents, families, and 

educators at www.adl.org.  
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COMMUNITY HELPING GIRLS AND GIRLS CHANGING THE WORLD  
 
Girls who participated in our Community Conversations throughout the commission year were 
passionate about their communities and about helping others. We are all fortunate to live in a 
community where girls respond in such fun, loving, and meaningful ways to community-wide and 
personal challenges. Responses to two particular survey questions highlight the range of expression 
received from girls in our community. 
 

WHAT IS ONE THING THE COMMUNITY COULD DO TO HELP YOU REACH YOUR GOALS? 
 
Girls from Palmer Munroe Teen Center  
 “They could give me money so I could have a full scholarship.” 
 
“My community could support me on getting to culinary school.” 
 
“My community can actually help me so I can, well, there is nothing they can do they haven’t done. They 
have given me advice and they have directed me to the right place like coming here and I have now 
earned two scholarships for college and at school. I am actually helping other kids and helping the ESE 
kids during 6th period.” 
 
“Not really anything.” 
  
Girls from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
“They can start having programs, like tutoring, food drives and mentoring…but Tallahassee is just 
broke.” 
 
“The city isn’t broke they just don’t know what they want to do with their money. One thing the 
community can do to help me out so I can do things to help [the community] out is changing people’s 
mindsets. I know that it’s hard but I need them to be just a little more open minded.” 
 
“Like instead of putting young people in jail, they can make them do different things instead of putting 
them in jail, because I know 16 year olds in jail.” 
 
Girls from PACE Center for Girls, Leon 
“Stop stereotyping us. People out in the community automatically think negatively of us. I agree with 
her. One lady asked me what school I go to, and when I said PACE, she said you need to get yourself 
together. The community should offer more mentoring programs to help teens, to support them and 
help them out in school and for the future. I had to tell someone, ‘It is not a school for bad kids,’ since 
he didn't know what PACE is. PACE should make a commercial to talk about PACE. The community 
should see us in a different light. Increase our visibility. ‘We have to prove them wrong.’ This community 
should change the way girls are treated.” 
 
Girls from Fairview Middle School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
“I don’t want kids to say they had a bad neighborhood or bad childhood or dirty neighborhood. I just 
don’t want them to have to say that.” 
 
“The community can’t really help me because what I want to do has nothing to do with the community.” 
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“Um, like start helping out more.” 
  
Girls from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 “Have fundraisers and protests. Give to heart disease.” 
 
“Throw me a party and bring LeBron James and other famous people here to help me become 
motivated.” 
 
“Get rid of breast cancer. Get people money they need. Some people don’t have homes, so people could 
have homes.” 
 
“I don’t have any set goals right now, except academics. Community can’t help me with that.” 
  
 

IF YOU HAD A MAGIC STICK, AND COULD CHANGE SOMETHING TO MAKE YOUR LIFE OR OTHER 
PEOPLE’S LIVES BETTER, WHAT WOULD YOU CHANGE? 

 
Girls from Fairview Middle School, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“I would change my economy because I would like to give back to people who give me stuff. I would also 
give back to my church. God says give 10%. I would help homeless people who don’t have food or a 
place to stay.” 
 
“I would help my brother’s life, because my mom has to travel from place to place just to get my 
brother’s legs fixed. He’s bowlegged and he’s always in pain but we don’t know how to handle it. 
I’d change little people’s lives because they struggle with a lot of stuff because they can’t do what 
average sized people do.” 
 
“I would change my mother because she really needs some help. She needs to get her own house, and 
her own car. There’s a man that’s down the street from my grandma house that has to live in a shed.” 
 
“I would help people who are sick and don’t have no legs, I would use my magic stick to give them legs. 
My cousin doesn’t have legs.” 
 
Girls from Palmer Munroe Teen Center   
 
“That I would get anything I want. I want a better life for my family. Like, us in our own house. My mom 
having my sister back. Like yesterday my grandma just came and took her. My brother being good and 
not getting into trouble. My mom getting a new car. My baby sister – my grandma came and took her 
because my mom did not have enough attention to pay to her because she has me and my brother and 
she has other personal problems and [we didn’t want her to get taken].” 
 
“I want [to help] the homeless people because after they make their mistakes they have a second 
chance at life.” 
 
“Food. My wish would be culinary school. I would go to Africa and give everybody cheeseburgers. Food 
and clean water.” 
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“Probably we could go to high school and college providing enough money so families can send their 
kids to college. Support kids going to school.” 
  
Girls from Oak Ridge Elementary, Oasis Girls Circle Group  
 
“Something I regret doing. Can’t say what it is.” 
 
“My dream is to go out and be myself and be what I want to be, not put myself down, or have trouble. 
Really wanna grow up and be a gospel singer or like Beyoncé.” 
 
“My cousin. How she acts, and how my other cousin never should’ve gone to jail, but she shouldn’t have 
said something bad to police; and the people dying in my family.” 
 
“Prevent my granddaddy from dying of cancer.” 
  
Girls from Rickards High School, Oasis Girls Circle Group 
 
“I need some more money, I want to be rich but then I can donate to hospitals.” 
 
“If I had one, everybody would be rich and everything would be free. I’m including everybody.” 
 
“I would build more houses for the homeless, after that I would think ‘bout myself and get more 
money.” 
 
“I would cure everything so everyone can live a normal life. And depression too.” 
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 #YEAROFTHEGIRL SUMMIT 2015-16   
 

At the beginning of the 2015-16 commission year, once girls were decidedly the focus, the Commission 
announced the #YOTG program and the Summit to be held in September 2016 to celebrate girls in our 
community. The Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls (CSWG) 
recognized several #YOTG honorees—local girls who are making a difference in our community and are 
doing incredibly inspiring work in their neighborhoods and schools. The 2015-16 commission year 
culminated in a girls empowerment summit designed to:  

 Engage a diverse group of girls 
 Encourage girls to recognize and achieve their personal and professional potential 
 Engage around the issues they face and strategies for overcoming challenges 
 Empower them to make a difference in our community through education, leadership, and self-

actualization 
 

Hosted by CSWG, the #YOTG Summit was held from 8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. on September 23, 2016 at 
City Hall in Tallahassee, Florida. Former CSWG Commissioner and the First Lady of Tallahassee, R. Jai 
Gillum, spoke to the over 100 girls in attendance during the opening session to get them excited for the 
day ahead of them:  

 
“We’re counting on you to make sure that every year is the year of the girl.” 
 
“Before we can empower each other, we have to first empower ourselves.” 
 
“We believe that every girl can embrace who she is, can define who she wants to be, can rise to 
any challenge, and can change the world.” 
 

Leon County and City of Tallahassee Commissioners were well represented, including County 
Commissioner Kristin Dozier; County Commissioner Nick Maddox; County Commissioner Mary Ann 
Lindley; City Commissioner Nancy Miller; and City Commissioner Curtis Richardson. City Commissioner 
Nancy Miller, Mayor Pro Tem, and R. Jai Gillum, on behalf of the Mayor, invited the girls to sit in their 
chairs in the commission chambers. Girls were thrilled to take their picture in the Mayor and Mayor Pro 
Tem’s chairs on the daises, perhaps some girls envisioning themselves in leadership roles for the first 
time.  

 
In addition to the girls, about 50 adult women attended as speakers, volunteers, and chaperones. 
Numerous vendors tabled with information about community and campus. The summit was an amazing 
opportunity for the Commission to collaborate with community members and organizations.  

 
Breakout sessions were organized by grades 7-8, 9-10, and 11-12 and included discussions about 
unleashing their potential, finding their authentic selves, healthy relationships, and preparing for 
college.  
 
Closing presenter Denise Wilson rallied the girls to keep the energy going during her speech to the 

summit: “You have choices now. Now, what you could do is you could say ‘Yeah, we had a lot of fun, and 

now it’s time to go home. I’m going to go home, and I’m going to do things the way I’ve always done 

them.’ That is a choice. Or...you can choose to take what you did here today back with you and you can 
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share it with other people. You can take it back and you can make a difference in your life and that will 

make a difference in other people’s live…it’s your choice. You choose.” 
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Helping Girls Embrace Their Authentic Selves   
By Haley Cutler-Seeber 

 
We live in a world in which girls are constantly told how to look and how to act. They receive a constant 
stream of messages from the media, their peers, even sometimes from well-meaning adults that a girl’s 
value and worth are based on how they are perceived by others. Is she attractive enough? Moral 
enough? Skinny enough? Happy enough? Funny enough? Likeable enough? Thanks to this barrage of 
conflicting messages, it can be challenging for girls to find and use their authentic voice and to embrace 
their truest selves.  
 
At the recent #YEAROFTHEGIRL Summit hosted by the Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the 
Status of Women and Girls, The Oasis Center for Women & Girls was invited to facilitate an interactive 
workshop session on the topic of embracing one’s authentic self with girls in 7th – 8th grade. One 
component of the workshop included a guided, written exercise in which girls completed introspective 
sentence prompts and then shared their responses. Twenty-five girls participated in this activity at the 
Summit. Their responses to the following question were particularly poignant, some of which are 
included below: 
 
 “One of my greatest strengths is ___, but sometimes people misunderstand it as ___, which makes me 
feel ___,” 
 
(NOTE: GRAPHIC DESIGNER SHOULD FEEL FREE TO BE CREATIVE WITH THE VISUAL PRESENTATION OF 
THE RESPONSES BELOW) 
 
One of my greatest strengths is communicating good, but sometimes people misunderstand it as being a 
showoff, which makes me feel timid. 
 
One of my greatest strengths is being funny, but sometimes people misunderstand it as trying to be cool, 
which makes me feel bad. 
 
One of my greatest strengths is being myself and thinking constantly, but sometimes people 
misunderstand it as being an introvert, which makes me feel hopeless. 
 
One of my greatest strengths is doing the right thing, but sometimes people misunderstand it as 
snitching, which makes me feel annoyed. 
 
One of my greatest strengths is my voice, but sometimes people misunderstand it as attitude, which 
makes me feel I am rude. 
 
One of my greatest strengths is learning, but sometimes people misunderstand it as asking stupid 
questions, which makes me feel sad. 
 
One of my greatest strengths is performing in front of people, but sometimes people misunderstand it as 
wanting all the attention or showing off, which makes me feel angry. 
 
These responses clearly demonstrate the struggles girls often face when they try to be themselves. We 
all want to be seen and valued as our truest selves, and feeling confident about who we are enables us 
to advocate for ourselves and others. Parents, mentors, teachers, and other supportive adults can help 
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by using empowerment-based approaches in their interactions with girls. Such approaches centralize 
girls’ experiences and treat them as experts on their own lives. By doing so, we provide opportunities for 
girls to investigate and express their personal truths, ultimately helping them thrive now and in the 
future. 
 

Haley Cutler-Seeber is the Executive Director of The Oasis Center for Women & Girls, a nonprofit 
organization whose mission is improving the lives of women and girls through celebration and support. 
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Real Strength   
By Commissioner Paula DeBoles-Johnson, M.P.A., C.C.M.  

 
We all love to win. I’ve never encountered a person who was disappointed when she/he won first place 
and took home the winning prize. But what happens when we fail?  I’ve found that many young people 
do not have the coping skills necessary to deal with a loss or a setback. Oftentimes they blame others for 
their failures or they show their displeasure by acting out. In extreme cases, some even decide to end 
their lives because they could not move past difficult times. One of the most important lessons that you 
can teach your child is resiliency.  We need to teach our children that beyond a setback, on the other 
side of failure, there is an opportunity to turn the corner, there’s a chance to redeem yourself, an 
opportunity for growth or simply another chance.  
 
We are so proud of the young women that our daughters have become, and contrary to popular belief, 
they've endured numerous failures and disappointments. When these situations occurred, there was 
doubt and oftentimes anger at others and themselves. We always reminded them of three simple 
things: 
 

1. Did you give it your best effort and do all that you could to be successful? If their answer was 
“Yes,” then they should be proud of what they accomplished and move on. If the answer was 
“No,” then they should think about what could have been done differently, change their 
strategy, and try again. 

2. You can’t win at everything. All they can do is their best, PERIOD! 
3. This was just one moment in your life. This time it didn’t work out as they planned, but there 

will be other competitions, awards, and opportunities. Move on. 
 
Yes, there have always been two recurring themes in our household, “to give it your all” and to “move 
on.” Young people must understand that no one is always a winner. Winners are truly the ones who 
understand that there are rewards for those who work hard, and even when they fall short, they keep 
moving forward. No one wants to deal with people who blame others for their failures, nor can we 
easily tolerate people who refuse to even try. More importantly, when things don’t go their way, they 
simply give up. We should never accept this behavior from our children. We must teach them that 
resilience is everything. How do you teach this? It’s simple:  
 

1. Teach them empathy and the importance of helping others.  
2. Teach them how to connect with others and make friends. 
3. Teach your child that life is a gift.  AND it’s not always that serious! 
4. Teach them to set goals. 
5. Teach them the importance of self-care. 

 
Life is a gift. It is our responsibility to teach children the value of this gift. This instruction should include 
lessons on how to adjust and deal with situations as they come. Now, that’s real strength. Resiliency can 
literally save their lives.  
  
 
Paula DeBoles-Johnson, M.P.A., C.C.M. is the Founder and Executive Director of the Capital City Youth 

Development Corporation, a nonprofit organization founded to ensure the well-being of youth through 

education, training and community service. She also proudly serves as a Program Manager with 

Volunteer Florida.  
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Book Review   
Brave Girl: Clara and the Shirtwaist Makers’ Strike of 1909   

By Charlotte, 4th grader with her mother Anne Barrett  
 
Brave Girl by Michelle Markel, is a true story about the life and work of Clara Lemlich. She was an 
immigrant to New York City in the early 1900s. She went to work as a young teenager making women’s 
clothing. The rules were unreasonably strict, and the pay was very, very low. The men at the factory 
didn’t think the women were tough enough to form a union, so Clara encouraged the girls and women 
to stand up for themselves and demand better treatment. The bosses hired men to hurt her and the 
other women and girls who spoke out about the unfair way they were treated at work. At union 
meetings, none of the leaders proposed a strike – so Clara did. It was the largest walkout of women 
workers in American history! When the strike was over, many companies shortened workweeks, 
increased salaries, and let workers form unions.   
 
We like that the book conveys a positive message for girls about their strength and the importance of 
standing up for themselves. We also like that it describes events that really happened – but most people 
have never heard about. This book is recommended for ages 4-9, but we think it would be good for 
other ages, including adults, because it’s an important part of our history. The book also has creative 
artwork – paintings and collage – by Melissa Sweet that adds to its appeal.   
 
Charlotte is a 4th grader and goes to school in Tallahassee. Her mother, Anne, is a professor of sociology 

at Florida State University.  
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Girls Launch a Living Classroom in Frenchtown   
By Michelle Gomez 

 
They arrived in a school bus, and my heart fluttered. As the mother of a precocious, press-the-limit 3- 
year-old, I am no lightweight. But 25 young girls standing on my lawn, expecting two hours of fun and 
meaning, weakened my knees just a little. 
 
Now, the lawn isn’t actually mine. It belongs to a community project I’ve been working on for three 
years. It belongs to Frenchtown, and, technically, to the City of Tallahassee Community Redevelopment 
Agency. Frenchtown Heritage Hub is the site of the Frenchtown Farmers Market, the only place in 100 
miles that can double a person’s federal food assistance to buy more fresh produce.  
 
On this day, it was to be the site of a new garden, the start of a “Living Classroom,” with the help of 25 
beautiful, smart, thoughtful, expressive, unyielding campers from The Oasis Center for Women & Girls. 
It was their “Girls Can Build Anything” camp week, and they had come to work.  
 
The girls were divided, by their admirable counselors, into smaller groups that cycled through the 
stations we had set up to manage the crowd. Inside the Hub, they hammered away at shelving we 
repurposed into lumber for the garden boxes. Outside, they painted pieces of concrete block into 
garden labels. They learned about ways we get food to people who need it. They held worms and 
learned how the creatures process food scraps into rich soil. They filled and seeded the newly-built 
raised beds. 
 
Barely August, it was hot. And gardening is not easy. Building a garden is actually pretty tough work. 
With fewer grumbles than I anticipated, these girls did the job. They wanted to “do” everything – drive 
the wheelbarrow, mix the mortar, and wield the shovel. So they did. 
 
And they asked hard questions. A phony would not have survived the unabashed curiosity of these girls. 
They even asked about global awareness! I ran the sign-painting, stone-making station. In the first group 
to visit, one young girl, Courtney, floored me. She could not have been more than eleven years old, with 
bright eyes, dark skin, and hair held back with a pink headband. Fearlessly, she dissected my business 
plan as I tried to keep pace. 
 
“So are you planning to make more of these, or is this your only location?” she asked. 
The question had come at the end of a string, and I hadn’t answered this one promptly. 
“What I’m saying is, are you planning to do this in other places so people all over the world can have 
something like this?” she rephrased, and stared up at me expectantly. 
 
Dazed by the brilliance of this child, I finally stammered, “That’s exactly what we’re trying to do.”  
The point may seem small until you consider how many adults miss the concept. Territorial and fighting 
for scraps of funding, many grown players lack the vision to conceive of a better world. And how we 
might get there.  
 
To make a thing once, effective and sustainable, is difficult. Ah, but to make it in a way that it can be 
made again, and again. That is success. For the product of that machine to be well-being – physical and 
financial wealth, or at least capability – rather than French fries, that is revolution. 
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Michelle Gomez is the Director of Frenchtown Heritage Hub, an economic development program of the 
Frenchtown Neighborhood Improvement Association, established in partnership with the City of 
Tallahassee Community Redevelopment Agency. 
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The Tallahassee/Leon County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls is incredibly thankful to 

the wonderful businesses, organizations, and individuals who support our work. 

 

Amanda Hunter 

Berline Belony 

Better Living Solutions 

Big Bend Crime Stoppers  

Brooke Williams 

Butterfly Life Journeys 

Comcast 

Conversations with Nicole 

Cory Beaver 

Courtney Zapata 

First Commerce Credit Union 

Florida Council on Crime and Delinquency 

Florida Dental Association  

Florida Department of Education 

Florida Department of Health 

Florida Healthy Kids Corporation 

Florida Housing Finance Corporation 

FSU Care Program 

Joan Helms, JAH Associates 

Junior Achievement Big Bend 

Kappa Delta Chi, Tallahassee Chapter 

Leon County Public Library 

Leon County Schools 

Madison Social 

New Leaf Market 

North Florida Women’s Care 

Nuberri 

Pepsi Refreshment Services 

Piggly Wiggly 

Publix Charities 

Q-Ti Cakes 

Red Elephant 

Sharlene Jones & CODE RED 

Socially Loved 

Southern Scholarship Foundation 

Stephanie Bowden 

Tallahassee Community College 

Tallahassee Woman Magazine 

Tammy Pulsifer 

The Ann & Audra Show 

The Sharing Tree 

Thirty-One Gifts 

Tiffany F. Johnson 

Visit Tallahassee 
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